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PREFACE

IT may be postulated as an axiom of history that in-
dividuals are more important than events.

The importance, not to speak of the interest, of the latter
decreases in proportion to their distance from posterity till
they are finally submerged in the ocean of time. To this
sweeping assertion there is, of course, as usual, an excep-
tion, and certain epoch-making events in the history of
mankind—a Renaissance, a Reformation, a Revolution, for
instance—rcar their crests above the waste of time, like
those volcanic islands in tropic seas whose summits tower
as high above the waves from which they rise as their bases
are sunk beneath them.

But with regard to individuals the opposite is the case.
It has been said that the Muse of History has no politics ;
on the contrary, she has belonged to every political party
from the Absolutists to the Republicans—save the Social-
ists. The faith of the latter, indeed, it is impossible for her
to profess; in history the Individual is all in all. The
dagger of Brutus, the eloquence of Antony, the corpse of
Casar, possess greater significance for us than all the influ-
ences that converted Rome from a republic into an empire.
Apart from some examination paper or treatise by Herr
Dryasdust of what account is the Agrarian Question, which
once so deeply agitated the mistress of the world? Yet the
Gracchi are deathless. Or coming quite near our own
times, can there be any doubt as to the relative importance
and interest between the march of events in France’s
stupendous struggle for freedom and the careers and char-
acters of the men and women who engagcd in the front
rank of that struggle? The mere names of Marie Antoinette,
Mirabeau, Marat, Robespierre, Napoleon, speak more than
whole volumes on the Revolution. For the memory of a
personality, let it be stated again, endures longer than the
memory of an epoch ; a fact that all the greatest historians,
both “scientific” and “unscientific,” have always recognized.

But while history asserts the supremacy of personality, it
also restores to events and epochs an importance in propor-
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tion to the interest of posterity in the individuals who influ-
enced, or were influenced, by them. For it goes without
saying that in history, as in life, every individual is not of
equal importance. But it is not from the contemplation of
the greatest and noblest alone that the most useful know-
ledge of mankind is to be obtained. Much may also be
learnt from the small and the base. In the play of Human
Nature as acted in the theatre of history the cast is large,
and those who perform but a small part are as well worth
watching as the great stars who, like those on the French
stage, often appear in minor #d/es, as in the case of
Catherine the Great, in whom there were two distinct
personalities.

To watch this great drama, in which the events of history
are but individuals in action, to the best advantage, de-
pends entirely upon one’s seat, so to speak. There are
scenes in which only stars of the first magnitude occupy
the stage, when it is better not to go at all to the theatre
unless one has a stall or a box. Fancy viewing Napoleon
from the back-row of the gallery, or Gibbon’s Decline and
Fall of the Roman Ewmpire condensed into a curtain-raiser !
When such characters and episodes are on the boards, it is
intolerable to be cramped for space and squeezed into
some position in which one can neither see nor hear. For
in history, perspective and proportion are absolutely
essential. Likewise, there are times when the only
place to observe certain actors is from the wings, the
coulisses d'histotre, as in the case of the seven ladies whose
interpretation of certain phases of human nature forms the
subject of this book. It is true, from the cou/zsses persons
and events will never appear as attractive as they look
from the stalls. But they may at least be seen as they
really are, which, after all, I take it, is the chief object of
those who seek amusement in reading books of a
biographical or historical nature.

* * %* »* %* * *

To turn from the trivial to the serious.

It is very seldom that absolutely fresh information is to
be obtained relative to historical personages which presents
them in a completely different light from that in which they
have hitherto been regarded. Only too frequently, especi-
ally as regards the lives and characters of persons of minor
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importance in history, the information is very meagre and
the most careful search will reveal nothing new. This is
practically the case in respect to the subjects of the seven
Listoriettes which form this book. With the exception of
the Empress Catherine and the Comtesse de Lamotte, it
may be said that everything worth knowing is known. In
regard, however, to the Duchesse de Chateauroux, the
Duchess of Kendal, Elizabeth Chudleigh, the Duchesse de
Polignac, and Lola Montez, though the material is ap-
parently plentiful, its yield is comparatively small. Nor is
it probable that anything fresh will ever be added to what
is already known of them which will change the impression
that history has formed of them.

It was, therefore, with considerable surprise that I re-
ceived from Count Alexander Kielmansegg—a lineal
descendant of the famous Lady Darlington, popularly
known as the “ Elephant,” of whom mention is made in the
memoir of the Duchess of Kendal—certain information
which quite upsets all preconceived notions of her. As
Count Alexander Kielmansegg’s information, which is
bascd on family documents, did not reach me till after the
memoir in question had been written, I am only able to
rectify my own and previous errors here.

“I am,” hc writes me, “in the best position to prove to
you that all rumours about the scandals and financial
difficulties of Lady Darlington in Hanover before her
arrival in England are without the slightest foundation.”

This proof is elaborated in some very copious notes!
appended to the letters of George I's brother, the Prince-
Bishop of Osnaburg, to General von Wendt, which have
recently been edited by Count Erich Kielmansegg. These
notes establish beyond question that Lady Darilington was
never the muistress of George I, who recognized her as the
daughter of his father, the Elector Ernest Augustus by the
Countess von Platen ; that she was never separated from
her husband, with whom she lived on the happiest terms
till his death ; that she never left Hanover in disguise at
the time of George’s depa.‘ure for England, but remained

! To quote these notes at length is impossible, they are to be found
on pages 03, 64, 65, 66, 67 of Briefe des Herzogs Ernst August zu

Braunsc/zwez;gr-l;zmebm:g an Johann Franz Diedrich von Wendt,
Herausgegeben von Erich Graf Kielmansegg. Hanover and Leipzig.



X PREFACE

behind for some months before following her husband, who
had gone with the king ; and that far from having squan-
dered the fortune she had inherited from her mother the
same property is still in the possession of her descendants.
In face, too, of the fine portrait of her by Kneller (sece
page 76)—which justifies Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s
statement that “ Lady Darlington possessed fascination of
no mean order in her youth”—I cannot belicve, knowing
Horace Walpole, that she ever became the “ogress” he
depicts her—though it is undoubtedly true she was in later
years enormously fat.

The stigma which has so long been unjustly attached to
her name must be attributed to the slanders of the Jacobites
and the old English prejudice against foreigners fostered by
the unpopularity of King George I, whose position, it must
be admitted, was one of extreme difficulty. Not the least of
the reasons why he was so genecrally disliked was, as is well
known, the belief in his cruelty to his wife, the hapless
Sophia Dorothea. But here again it should be remembered
that it was not her husband who was responsible for her
imprisonment in the Castle of Ahlden, but /er own fatler,
the Duke of Zecll. In this connection it is only fair to King
George to add that the publication some years ago of his
wife’s letters to Konigsmarck, by the permission of the
Duke of Cumberland, to whom they belong, pretty well
acquitted him of the charge of cruelty. These letters were,
however, but a portion of Sophia Dorothea’s correspondence,
and Count Alexander Kielmansegg assures me that the
remainder, which is unprintable, is of a nature to exonerate
George completely.

As to the illustrations contained in this book, my thanks
are also particularly due to Count Kielmansegg for the
portraits of the Countess von Platen and Lady Darlington,
as well as to Count Werner von der Schulenburg for the
portrait of the Duchess of Kendal. This is the first time
that portraits of these ladies have ever been published. My
thanks are also due to MM. Plon-Nourrit et Cie, and to the
Editor of the Revue de I’ Art Ancien et Moderne for the use
of certain other plates.

W. R. H. TROWBRIDGE.

London, 1908,
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MARIE ANNE DE MAILLY-NESLE, DUCHESSE DE CIHHTATEAUROUX
[Aster Nattier)



I

“They were purple of raiment and golden,
Filled full of thee, fiery with wine,
Thy lovers, in haunts unbeholden,
In marvellous chambers of thine.
They are fled, and their footprints escape us,
Who appraise thee, adore, and abstain,
O Daughter of Death and Priapus,
Our Lady of Pain!”
SWINBURNE’S Dolores.

THE DUCHESSE DE CHATLEAUROUX
1717—1744

I

IT is impossible to mention the Duchesse de Chiateauroux
without calling to mind her sisters—Madame de Mailly,
Madame de Vintimille, Madame de ILauraguais and
Madame de Flavacourt. There is a subtle fascination in
the mere sound of these stately and beautiful names so
redolent of the parfum de la vicille cour, the fascination of
luxury, licence and intrigue. At the very start onc feels
sure that the women who borec them had no vulgar
ambitions, no commonplace loves or hatreds, no middle-
class vices. Nor had they.

“From 1732,” says the Maréchal de Richelicu, “when
Madame de Mailly, the cldest, first appeared on the scene,
till 1744 when Madame de Chateauroux, the youngest, left
it, whether together, in succession, or as rivals, these five
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sisters found themselves bound to all the events of the times.
In a word, the history of France during this period is
nothing else but the romance of their lives.”

As the Maréchal de Richelieu was the personification of
the rcfined and cynical society of which he was one of the
most typical members, it should be explained that by
“romance ” he really meant scandal. In this respect the
origin of the sisters, decscended as they were from the
families of Mancini-Mazarin and Mailly-Nesle, was as
romantic as their lives.

The Marquis de Nesle, their father—Madame de Chateau-
roux always boasted that hers was the Prince de Condé—
was the head of one of the oldest and most famous families
in France. In point of antiquity it ranked with the Rohans,
the Tremouilles, the Montmorencys ; in point of celebrity
it was unrivalled. Associated with some of the most terrible
crimes and noble chivalries of the Middle Ages, the name
of Nesle was familiar to every Frenchman. As became
a racc so illustrious, their motto, like that of all the great
noblesse of the sword, was superb. Beneath the knockers
or snatlletss—whence the family name Mailly—on the doors
of their palaces was inscribed in old French Hogne qu:
vouldra, or as we should write to-day Frappe qui voudra,
“ Knock who will.”1 And great was the number and low the
repute of those who had literally interpreted this generous
invitation. Nor were they ill-reccived by this last head of
the house of Nesle, whose pedigree was the only respect-
able thing about him. For he was one of those men who
drag a proud name in the mud in which great and worn-
out families so often end. Having squandered, with noisy
and reckless hospitality, his 250,000 livres a year on the
lowest company, he was finally reduced to bankruptcy,
and ended his days in an ignoble exile.

' Hogner signified “to growl” or “to grumble ” ; whence, applied
to a mazillet, *“ to pound” or ¢ to knock.”
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The disgrace he had brought upon his name was
enhanced by the scandalous reputation of his wife, from
whom he had long been separated. The Marquise de
Nesle, née Mazarin, had inherited all the characteristics
which had rendered her race so conspicuous in the rcign of
Louis XIV. She had been one of the most notorious of
the femmes galantes of the Regency. The most audacious
of her gallantries and adventures, of which the least said the
better, was the duel she fought in the Bois de Boulogne
with a Madame dc Polignac, over the lover of both, the
Maréchal de Richelieu. It was from her that the Marquise
de Flavacourt and the Duchesse de Chiteauroux inherited
the beauty for which their great-grandmother, Hortense
Mancini, Duchesse de Mazarin, was so cclebrated.

With such antecedents it is scarcely to be wondered that
the Nesle sisters, posscssing on their own account very
vivid personalitics, should have stamped them in a striking
fashion on the history of their times. In this respect the
Duchesse de Chiteauroux was more successful than her
sisters, who merely served to pave the road to power for
her. Though less famous than her two successors,
Mesdames de Pompadour and Du Barry, she is none the
less significant as the first of the three Mistress-Ministers
of Louis Quinze who, belonging to the noblesse, the bour-
geoisic, and the people, from which classes they came in suc-
cession, typified in the most curious manner not only the three
phases of the reign and the age, but the gradual passing
of power from the highest order in the Stat: to the lowest.

The Duchesse de Chateauroux, the representative of the
noblesse, was much more typical of her stage in the process
of national decay than either Madame de Pompadour or
Madame Du Barry was of theirs. The incarnation of
intrigue, she was, so to speak, the 7z0f d’ordre of her class and
period. Of the intrigues for which the Court of Versailles
was famous none were morce fell than those into which
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Madame de Chiteauroux and her sisters wove the
“romance” of their lives. It is, therefore, necessary in
depicting her to describe them. A knowledge of them is,
indeed, absolutely essential to any knowledge of her—as
essential as the loom to the tapestry, as the play to the
actor, as atmosphere to personality.

These intrigues began in 1715 with Louis XV’s succes-
sion to the throne, or two years, to be exact, before Madame
de Chitcauroux was born, and ended at her death in 1744.
The object of the ambitions which inspired them was to
snare power—an object that was pursued absolutely without
scruple, with infinite cunning, and with the frenzy of a sauve
qui peut. For in the press and rush to be first in the race
the winner might be defrauded of the prize. “To have and
to hold ” was the motto of all.

In this lust of power one man was conspicuous above all
others for the pertinacity of his ambition and the skill with
which, having grasped power, he managed to keep it, in spite
of persistent and cunning attempts to snatch it from him.
This man was Fleury, the Bishop of Fréjus, Louis’ tutor.

Fleury possessed two qualities of the greatest valuc in
the realization of ambition—cunning and patience.

He was also, though perhaps he would have been the
last to acknowledge it, very lucky. Ilis father, whose
influence was as small as his fortune, designed him for
the priesthood, and to educate him for this career sent
him at an early age to the Jesuit college in Paris. At six-
and-twenty, when history next hears of him, it is to find
him almoner to the Qucen of Louis XIV. It would be
interesting to know by what means he secured the influence
that obtained him this post. Perhaps his advancement
might be attributed to his good looks, which scandal
declared, not without reason, made him particularly attrac-
tive to the fair sex, even when extreme old age rendered
him incapable of inspiring any other than a platonic passion.
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But by whatever means he arrived at Versailles, once there
he was quick to acquire the art of pleasing. On the death
of the Queen, the King appointed him almoner to himself.
Fifteen years later, after patiently fishing for fortune, the
handsome Abbé¢ Fleury hooked the bishopric of Fréjus out
of the slime of the Court.

The revenues of this benefice were paltry, and his
diocese—“two hundred leagues distant from Paris, with a
palace in the midst of a swamp, the silence of which was
enlivened by the perpetual croaking of frogs”—was the
dreariest in all France. He was, however, considered lucky
to have got even this, for as yet his ambition had not been
characterized by a display of the sort of ability that is
capable of obtaining the great prizes of life. He him-
self, on the contrary, had a far different opinion of his
deserts, and expressed his disgust in his letters, which he
signed : “Bishop of Fréjus—by divine indignation.”

It was another fifteen years before the Court saw him
again, so slowly did the wheels of his fate and fortune
revolve. He might, indeed, have remained at Fréjus for
the rest of his life, but for the War of the Spanish Succes-
sion. Out of this event he had the luck to make capital,
and returning to Versailles at the end of the reign he
succeeded somehow—through the favour, perhaps, of
Madame de Maintenon, with whom he was ever something
of a favourite—in getting himself appointed tutor to the
baby heir to the throne. This was the opportunity of his
life, and Fleury, whose

“Pride and perseverance
Made a bishop of his reverence,”

as the old couplet says, was the man to make the most
of it.

The Bishop of Fréjus was sixty-two when he acquired
this important post, key to his future and complete
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supremacy. Had a young man been given his opportunity
even the Regent might have had reason to dread him.
But what prospect was there of Fleury at his age, were he
thrice as ambitious and as able as he was deemed, of ever
wearing the Regent’s shoes? Philippe d’Orléans was in
the prime of life; during his Regency no ambition would
be so foolish as to attempt to undermine him, and after-
wards it was inconceivable that he should not continue to
remain the most powerful subject of the King. Besides,
Louis was only five, and before he reached his majority
Fleury would be either dead or too decrepit to cause the
Regent anxiety. The man, however, whose whole life has
been spent in climbing the mountain of Ambition, is not
likely to stop while there is the remotest chance of reaching
the summit; in the course of time climbing becomes
second nature to him. So Fleury, asking for nothing,
pretending he wanted nothing, seeing an Abb¢ Dubois
made a cardinal while he remained only Bishop of I'réjus,
continued in his sly, patient way to train his royal pupil
to regard him as indispensable. So well did he succeed in
attaching Louis to him, and so strong was the King’s
sense of habit, that frequently when his dismissal seemed
imminent he managed to evade it by threatening of his
own accord to leave the Court. Therefore, being cunning
enough to suspect that the chances were greater than one
would imagine of a tough and temperate old priest out-
living a dissipated and drunken young prince, Fleury
silently backed his life against the Regent’s, and after
waiting eight years had the luck to win!

When d’Orléans one day suddenly dropped dead the
Bishop of Fréjus was the only person capable of taking
advantage of the situation. Coveting the dead Regent’s
shoes the old fox deemed it safer to get some one else to
steal them for him than to steal them himself, so he went to
the boy-king and persuaded him to appoint the Duc de
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Bourbon as Minister. This was a great triumph for Fleury,
for Bourbon, who was a junior prince of the blood and weak,
would, the crafty Bishop thought, be obliged to depend on
/s influence over Louis to maintain his position.

There was, however, a factor in this scheming that Fleury
lost sight of, or utterly miscalculated. Bourbon had a
mistress, one Madame de Prie, who governed him completely,
and whose ambition and Fleury’s were identical.

II

OF all the mistresses, whether of King or of Minister, who
disposed of the destinies of France during the cighteenth
century and hastened the end of the awncien »égime, none was
more bounteously endowed with mental and physical gifts
than Madame la Marquise de Pric. Ilad she had the luck
to have becn a maitresse en titre, she must have won for
her fame a prominent place in history. As it was none
wielded greater power, while it lasted, than she—not even
the Pompadour.

Her beauty was enchanting ; her friends and her focs were
alike agreed on this point. One of the latter, Boisjourdain,
said of her, “Madame de Prie was more than bcautiful
she was seductive in everything.”

A friend, d’Argenson, declared that he “did not think
there ever existed a more celestial creature than Madame
de Prie. She was the real flower of the sweet pea. A
charming face, and even more graces than beauty; wit,
genius, ambition, and supreme presence of mind, and with it
all the most decent air in the world. Her fascination was
great.”

As to the character, however, of this enchantress, opinion
was almost uniformly hostile. Historians influenced by
her notorious profligacy, her unbridled arrogance, and her
utter lack of principle in the conduct of public affairs, have
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generally painted her as a human tigress. Even Michelet,
the Orpheus of history, who animated its very dust and
treated it as it should be trcated, as a fascinating romance
and not as a corpse to be “scientifically ” dissected, after
pouring vitriol over her memory spilt a tear upon it. It is
true she was a great libertine, but so were the majority of
her contemporaries, though in this respect it was notorious
that “when she had ceased to love any one she did not
cease to retain much friendship for him and to do what
she could for his advancement.” The vices of her state-
craft, however, are quite indefensible even on the plea
of self-preservation. Dictated by an unbounded ambition,
their corruption, as will be seen, was that of cold-blooded
premeditation.

Such in the rough was the obstacle that suddenly rose
up in Fleury’s path, just as he was at last reaching the goal
of his ambition.

It was inevitable that in the end the cunning old priest,
with the influence he exercised over the mind of Louis,
should triumph over this formidable adversary. IHad
Madame de Prie been content with the second place, or
adopted towards Ifleury tactics similar to those he had
adopted towards the Regent, she might perhaps have long
delayed her ruin, if not entirely escaped it. But she was
too arrogant to affect subserviency, and her youth—she was
but five-and-twenty—made her over-confident. She had,
moreover, at the start a great advantage in possessing the
loyal friendship of the great financier, Paris-Duverney, who
might be described as the Colbert of the eighteenth century.
Knowing that the Treasury was all but empty, and that
Fleury, who was personally poor and niggardly, had no
other means of filling it than by counselling economy,
which was repugnant to the luxurious Court, Madamec de
Prie trusted to maintain her position by pitting prodigality
against parsimony. This policy, indeed, was not without
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its triumphs, and by her ability to cause a cascade of gold
to pour into the empty coffers of Versailles she succeeded
for two years in snapping her fingers at the Bishop of
Fréjus.

But while Madame de Prie, entrenched behind the credit
of Paris-Duverney, felt secure from attack from Fleury she
was sensible enough to rcalize that her position was not
impregnable. A smile, an ankle, or a bosom, cleverly
displayed so as to capture the fancy of the boy-king, might
secretly, and in the twinkling of an eye, reduce her power
to zero. Conscious of this danger she prepared to protect
herself against it as far as it was possible. Being a woman
of courage and resource, the means she employed were at
once bold and crafty. To turn to her own advantage the
desires which she knew must sooner or later be aroused in
the King, who was now rapidly reaching manhood, she
resolved to take time by the forelock and provide him
herself with a mistress or a wife!

Madame de Prie had strong objections to the former,
which were, however, anything but scrupulous. Since pre-
cisely similar objections had influenced Ileury in his task
of forming the character of his pupil, with the view of
making it serve his own ambition, it is necessary to throw
some light on the character of this king of fifteen when
Madame de Prie took him in hand, in order to explain the
raison d'étre of the intrigues that, so to speak, hatched
Madame de Chiteauroux.

When a man has gained a reputation for viciousness, like
Louis Quinze, the mecmory of whatever virtue he may
originally have possessed is entirely lost—until his “ white-
washers” appear. But even they, in spite of their zeal, are
never altogether successful, for in their efforts to obliterate
the stains from the monstrous reputation they desire to
cleanse, they make it grotesque, if not more hideous than
before. From this fate Louis Quinze has at least been
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spared. Almost alone in the roll of infamy the “Most
Christian Brute” lacks an apologist. Still, without the
least intention of smudging his vices into virtues, it should
not be forgotten that there was a time when even he was
virtuous, though, alas ! his virtue was only the negative sort
after all—like chastity, of which Nietzsche so profoundly
says that “ the she-dog sensuality looketh with envy out of
all she doth.”

It was, indeed, only to his very frail health as a child, and
the intrigues of those who had the care of him, that he
owed the virtue he once possessed. He had the Regent to
thank that he ever lived to grow up at all. It was certainly
not from fear of the hatred his enemies would excite
against him, if Louis died, that made Philippe d’Orléans so
solicitous of the hecalth of this child who kept him from
the throne. If it had been true, as was so atrociously
rumoured, that he had poisoned the little King’s parents
and elder brother, it is scarcely likely that he would have
hesitated to sever the last thread by which the coveted
crown hung. The truth was that the good-natured roué
was not only incapable of murder, but really honestly
attached to his little ward. So, knowing—none better than
he—the danger to be apprehended from an early develop-
ment in the sickly kinglet of the hereditary depravity of
his race, he took such care of Louis that the boy passed out
of childhood into adolescence, as the memoirs state, without
being conscious of the change. And this at the Court of
the Regent!

Similar motives of purity cannot, however, be credited to
Fleury, who assisted d’Orléans in prescerving Louis’ inno-
cence. For, realizing, as Madame de Prie did later, the
danger to his influence of the awakening of love in the
young King, the crafty tutor had endeavoured to nullify
the danger by creating in the boy a prejudice against
women. With this object he allowed the King to have
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only playmates of his own sex, whom he chose from the
noble families who had everything to hope from his favour,

But this method of preserving Louis’ innocence, or rather
Fleury’s influence, had brought fresh dangers to both in
its train. It was remarked that the young Duc de la
Tremouille, first gentleman of the bed-chamber and the
King’s favourite companion, began to give himself the airs
of a Quélus or a Maugiron. If the power for which
ambition intrigued at the Court of Versailles was only to
be obtained by reviving the times and customs of the last
of the Valois, neither Fleury nor Madame dec Prie would
have hesitated to turn Louis Quinze into a Henri Trois.
But the menace to their influence was as great from a
Ganymede as from a Hebe ; so, urged by a sense of their
common peril, the rivals united to remove the too fascinating
Tremouille from the Court.

Such being the nature of Madame de Prie’s objections
to providing Louis with a mistress, she chose the other
alternative and gave him a wife. His marriage had already
been arranged some yecars previously by the Regent, who
had made it the excuse for a political alliance with Spain;
and princesses chosen as the future consorts of the kings
of the two nations had been exchanged betwcen the re-
spective Courts. But Madame de Prie required a queen
of her own making, so the little Infanta who was being
brought up at Versailles was sent back to Madrid, an insult
that was all but resented by Spain at the point of the
sword. Diplomacy, however, succeeded in avoiding a war ;
and Madame de Prie calmly ordered a list of the marriage-
able princesses of Europe to be made for her inspection.

“ Of these,” says de Goncourt, “there were exactly 100;
but 44 were too old, 29 too young, and 10 impossible. Of
the 17 that remained, Madame de Prie determined to
choose the one most likely to be grateful to her for raising
her to the throne of France.”
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But Madame de Prie was too crafty to be guided in her
choice entirely by the gratitude of a woman who owed a
crown to her. She had a striking instance of what such
gratitude was worth in the “ Termagant” Queen of Spain,
who had been raised to that lofty elevation from the petty
Court of Parma by the Princesse des Ursins, and whose
very first act on arriving in Spain was to expel her
benefactress. So Madame de Prie wanted in the queen of
her making, “not so much gratitude as a great incapacity
for public affairs, fecundity to provide heirs to the throne,
and sufficient charm to arrest and hold her husband’s
fancy.”

After some little difficulty a princess with these require-
ments was discovered in the person of Marie Leczinska,
the daughter of Stanislas, ex-King of Poland. The possessor
of this dubious dignity was one of those amiable but in-
efficient men whom fate pitch-forks now and then into the
highest places, as if for the express purpose of proving their
incapacity. It was, indeed, an unfortunate day for Stanislas
when he attracted the notice of that most picturesque of
kings, young Charles the Twelfth of Sweden, who tried to
play—and succeeded too, for a sublime hour—the 7/ of
Alexander of Macedon in modern Europe. Raised by the
victorious Charles to the throne of an anarchic kingdom,
to which he had no claim, Stanislas lost his crown,

“. .. after dread Pultawa’s day,
When fortune left the royal Swede.”

Captured, forced to abdicate, and sold as a slave to the
Turks, this ridiculous king had, when Charles’s star once
more began to rise, recovered his liberty and returned to
his original obscurity, from which he ought never to have
emerged. His ambition, however, had been fired by his
romantic adventures, and in his retirement at Weissem-
bourg in Alsace, where he subsisted on an irregularly-paid
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pension from the French Government, he had never ceased
to sigh, like all ex-kings, for the vanished pomps of the
throne he had lost.

When Madame de Prie turned her thoughts in his
direction hope had sunk so low in Stanislas that he was
on the point of marrying his daughter to a mere gentleman
of the neighbourhood. The excitement, therefore, that was
caused by the arrival of the couriers from Versailles to
demand her hand for the King of France may be imagined.
Poor Stanislas, on whom fortune seemed suddenly to have
dropped literally from the clouds, exclaimed in a fervid
transport, the honest soul—

‘“Let us fall on our knees and thank God!

But before he could execute this pious wish, so great
was his emotion, he first fell into a swoon.

His daughter, however, supported the news much more
stoically. Indeed, some went so far as to say that in secret
she had no mind at all for the match, having given her
heart to the gentleman mentioned above. Nevertheless, her
stoicism, whether natural or feigned, melted when Madame
de Prie herself arrived a couple of days later with the
troussean. At the sight of the silk stockings and lace
underclothing she exclaimed with naive delight—

“Never in my life have I beheld such riches!”

Thus was it that Marie Leczinska became the wife of
Louis Quinze, thanks to Madame de Pric, who “made her
a queen,” says d’Argenson, “as I might make my lacquey
a valet de chambre.”

But this marriage, which Fleury had been unable to
avert, while an undoubted triumph for Madame de Prie,
damaged her prestige. With one hundred princesses to
choose from, the Court of France could not forgive her for
what it considered the humiliation of a 7ésalliance. Instead
of the advantage she had counted on gaining from her
victory, it contributed to her ruin. The very next year
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Fleury succeeded in bringing about her disgrace, together
with that of her lover, the Duc de Bourbon, and her
financier, Paris-Duverney.

Never was a fall from power more sudden, more
complete, and more dramatic. Aware of the conspiracy
against her, which caused her such anxiety that “she grew
so thin that she was nothing more than a woman’s head
on a spider’s body,” she tried to crush it by inducing the
King to dismiss Fleury. The promise of his dismissal she
did, indeed, obtain, and flushed with victory she hastened
to her queen with the joyful tidings. But in the very act
of delivering them she received the news of her own
banishment from the Court, and was carried fainting from
Versailles! This was the first of those acts of treachery
for which Louis Quinze was afterwards distinguished.

In the list of the women who have swayed, or sought to
sway, the destinies of France, Madame de Pric is the only
one who preferred death to disgrace. The manner in
which she made her exit from the world was characteristic
of a woman of the Regency. D’Argenson thus describes
it—

“She gathered about her at Courbépine (the estate in
Normandy to which she was banished) all pleasures. The
Court people even came there; they danced, they made
good cheer, they acted comedies. She herself played in
one two days beforc her voluntary death, and recited three
hundred verses by heart with as much feeling and spirit
as if she were living in a lasting contentment. She had
taken for her lover a nephew of the Abbé d’Amfreville—
from whom I learned these circumstances. He was a
sensible, intelligent, good-looking young fellow, and, above
all, very civil. She informed him of the day and hour on
which she intended to die, but he refused to believe her
and exhorted her to give up the cowardly project. But
Madame de Prie was ever a woman of great determination.
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She gave her lover a diamond not worth 500 crowns and
sent him to carry to a secret address in Rouen 50,000
crowns’ worth of jewels. On his return he found her dead
at the appointed hour. But what she had not foreseen were
the terrible sufferings in which she died, they were so great
that the toes of her feet turned back.

“ Here,” adds d’ Argenson, “ for those who give heed to it,
is food for reflection on compacts with the devil, who comes
at the agreed hour to twist our necks, though with
Madame de Prie it was her legs.” At the time of her
death she was only twenty-seven.

Thus ended with her what, on account of the immense
power she wielded, is often termed the “sccond Regency.”

III

WITII the disappearance of Madame de Pric from his path,
the Bishop of Fréjus became First Minister and a Cardinal.
He was seventy-three when he became supreme and he
was destined to remain so till the day of his death seven-
teen years later at the age of nincty! It is true his
supremacy continued to be fiercely disputed ; but Madame
de Prie was the only serious rival he ever had, for the
Duchesse de Chiteauroux did not arrive on the scene of
this devilish struggle for power until it was time to screw
the old rogue into his coffin. Few men in history have
had their ambition survive so many checks and disappoint-
ments as he, or realized it so late and enjoyed its fruits so
long.

The importance of this victory was enhanced by the
spoils Fleury secured. His ambition and Madame de
Prie’s being identical, he was exposed to the same dangers
as she had been, and obliged to defend himsclf after the

same fashion. The preparations, therefore, which she had
2
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made for her protection were of the greatest value to him,
and he reaped all the benefit from her queen that she had
expected to reap, without its odium. Marie Leczinska,
indeed, might be described as the first of the maftresses
en titre, and the least dangerous of them all to a
minister.

Forced at fifteen into a marriage for which he had no
inclination, Louis Quinze had at first resolved to follow
the example of his late companion Tremouille, who had
also been compelled to marry against his will, and treat
his wife with cold disdain. This resolution, however, was
speedily overcome, and for seven yecars there was no more
faithful husband in France than its King.

“It is pleasant,” wrote Barbier, “to see in a king so
young, so handsome, and so charming, a heart so pure and
a chastity so agreeable.”

If ever a woman was praised in his presence—as was
frequently done with an ulterior motive—Louis would reply
modestly—

“ But the Queen is better than that.”

This devotion, so unusual in a King of France, is almost
incomprehensible when one considers the character and
appearance of Marie Leczinska. She possessed neither
the charm of beauty nor the ugliness that is frequently
even more fascinating than beauty. She looked what she
was—commonplace and dull, “ a bouzgeoise who could never
accustom herself to her unexpected and undesired rise in
the world.” For she was much more afraid of her husband
than in love with him, and when in his company was always
constrained and awkward. Nor were these disadvantages
lessened by the fact that Louis was seven ycars her junior.
There is, however, no accounting for tastes, and the King,
who was too lazy to break a habit even when it bored him,
might have remained faithful indefinitely but for the Queen
herself and Fleury.
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With all his craft, the Cardinal was sometimes weak
enough to give the rein to his prejudices, but he only in-
dulged inthis dangerous gratification when the worms he trod
upon were unable to turn. Disliking the Queen because
she owed her position to his enemy, whom, out of gratitude,
she would have saved if she could, and despising her in-
significance, he took a mean satisfaction in perpetually
humiliating her. Never, it must have sccmed to Marie
Leczinska, was fate more ironical than when it lifted her
out of the poverty of her father’s court at Weissembourg
and placed her amidst the splendour of Versailles. Pur-
posely kept short of cash by the Cardinal, the poor creature
was often reduced to the necessity of borrowing from her
ladies-in-waiting to defray the ordinary expenses of her
houschold sooner than subject herself to the snubs of the
all-powerful Minister. She could do nothing without first
obtaining his permission, which it frequently gave him a
pleasure to withhold. He once denied her even so small a
distraction as that of entertaining her ladies and gentlemen
at supper at Trianon, on the ground of an unnecessary
expense. It was of no use to complain, as she once dared,
to her uxorious husband.

“You must obey the Cardinal,” he told her, “in every-
thing, as I do.”

But the petty tyranny of Fleury was not the only trouble
that made life a burden to Marie Leczinska. Considering
it her “duty,” a sense of which was very strong in her, to
provide heirs to the throne, she was obliged to endure the
frequent manifestations of constancy that Louis gave her
long after they ceased to afford her satisfaction.

“Eh, quoi,” she could not help exclaiming once in
disgust, “toujours coucher, toujours grosse, et toujours
accoucher !”

At last, her spirit having been previously broken by the
Cardinal, her strength succumbed, and in losing the desire
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she lost the ability to continue to play the #4/ of a reine
pondeuse.

It was now that Louis Quinze, like the kings in the Old
Testament, “did that which was evil in the sight of the
Lord.” There was no open rupture, no scandal, but it was
noticed, says d’Argenson, that “if the King wished to pass
his evenings, as was customary, with the Queen, to play
cards or to talk, she was always too unwell to dress to
receive him, or too fatigued to try to amuse him. So,
in disgust, he took to passing his evenings first with
his gentlemen, and then with his cousin, Mademoiselle
de Charolais, or his aunt, Madame la Comtesse de
Toulouse.”

Or, to express it in the words of the cynical Maréchal de
Richelieu, “It is impossible to say when, or where, or how
the King ceased to be the best of husbands; but after he
had been married seven years he realized one fine morning
that he was only two-and-twenty, and seven years younger
than his wife.”

To the Court, whose spirits had long been depressed by
the bourgeois domesticity of the sovereign, and the parsi-
monious 7égzme of the Cardinal, who was so inconsiderate
at eighty as to go on living when everybody wished him to
die, the coolness between the royal couple gave the greatest
relief. All factions—save the ruling one—united to widen
the breach. Wit, ridicule, irony, and even example
attacked in turns the virtuous precepts which Fleury had
so craftily instilled into his pupil. To provide the King
with a mistress from whose influence each hoped to profit
was the ambition of all, from the (Eil-de-Beeuf to the
ante-chambers.

“Even the people,” says de Goncourt, “urged him by
their lampoons and songs to commit adultery, for they had
been so accustomed by the Bourbons to the prestige of
gallantry that they could not understand a young king,
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who was, moreover, the handsomest man in his kingdom,
without his Gabrielle.”

In a word, all France conspired to seduce Louis Quinze.

One day a courtier coming to inform him that the Queen
had just given birth to a princess, which brought up the
number of the “Mesdames,” as the daughters of the
sovereign were styled at the Court of France, to seven,
said facetiously—

“Sire, c’est Madame Septiemc.”

“Non,” corrected Louis, “ c’est Madame Derniére !”

At Versailles, where the twitch of an eyelid was regarded
as of the deepest significance, such a retort, falling from the
lips of the King, was not unnaturally interpreted as a sign
that the Queen had been supplanted. It was no sooner
repeated than the whole Court, the whole nation, became
vibrant with curiosity. :

“Who is she? ” whispered the (Eil-de-Beeuf. “ Who is
she ?” echoed the ante-chambers. “ Who is she?” gossiped
Paris and France.

Was it Mademoiselle de Charolais, who, since the age ot
fifteen, had provided the world with a fresh scandal regularly
every year—a circumstance which she regarded as one of
the prerogatives of her rank as a princess of the family of
Bourbon-Condé, for whom the laws of morality made
special exceptions? Or was it the Comtesse de Toulouse,
the widow of one of the royal bastards of the late reign,
who, though twenty years the King’s senior, was still
fascinating? Was it the lovely Duchesse This or the
spirituelle Marquise That? At Court the answer to this
question was the chief, the only affair in the world, quite
casting into the shade the fate of Stanislas, whom France
was just then trying to replace on the throne of Poland,
an adventure in which he was running the risk of his life,
and France experiencing great humiliation. But ccho
merely answered Who ?
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Baffled curiosity never thought of doubting if it might
not be mistaken in the interpretation it had put upon the
King’s retort. Having ceased to visit the Queen there
could be no doubt he had taken a mistress, ¢ca va sans dire.
He, moteover, confessed as much himself one night at
supper with his gentlemen. For some young Duc
d’Epernon or de Gesvres or another having cunningly
insinuated the general conviction of the Court on the
subject, Louis, slightly flushed with wine, suddenly rose,
and in the midst of a breathless silence bade them drink
to—La Belle Inconnue! And draining his glasshe dashed
it to the ground.

But why all this mystery ? Was Louis Quinze ashamed
of having left the path of virtue, or did it merely amuse
him to have for once a secret from his Court?

IV

THERE was one person, however, to whom the identity of
La Belle Inconnue was no mystery. That was Cardinal
Fleury. No one understood the temperament and char-
acter of Louis better than his Eminence. The King was
chiefly what the Cardinal had made him. Aware of the
duplicity and insincerity natural to the race of Bourbon, he
knew it was by fear and not affection that one could hope
to rule the King. He knew too that at such a Court and
with such a prince his vigilant cunning must ever be on
the alert to detect and avoid any mole-hole of intrigue, the
smallest one of which stumbled on unawares was capable
of bringing a giant to the ground. So the crafty priest
had forged out of Louis’ tendency to hypochondria, which
cankered his pleasures, a chain of fear, and riveted it to
his victim with espionage. It was to Fleury that Bachelier,
the King’s favourite valet de chambre, owed his place, his
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title, and his fifty thousand livres a year. In return
Bachelier betrayed the confidence of his royal master to his
friend Barjac, Fleury's devoted and trusty servant, whereby
it chanced that the Cardinal was always kept informed of
everything the King did or said or thought.

With the machinery of such a system of espionage at
his disposal, he had known before the Court, even before the
King himself, when his Majesty’s passion for the eine
pondeuse began to cool. Nothing could have given him
greater annoyance than the thought of the illicit connection
which he was aware must inevitably follow sooner or later.
No minister of an absolute monarch, even though he be as
crafty as old Fleury, can contemplate with equanimity the
advent upon the scene of some feminine influence—a
Maintenon’s, for all he knows—to rival his. So this
venerable prince of the Church, who, when it had served
his purpose, had done all he could to keep temptation out
of the King’s way, now resolved, like Madame de Prie, to
take time by the forelock and himself provide Louis with
a mistress as she had provided him with a wife—a mistress
whom he could bully as he bullied the Queen!

« For this purpose,”’ says the Maréchal de Richelieu, “the
Cardinal wanted a woman sufficiently attractive to entice
the King without enslaving him ; disinterested enough to
love him for himself rather than for profit; poor and meek,
to be thus the more easily kept in subjection ; and, above
all, wholly lacking in a capacity for affairs. Being notori-
ously”—and with great reason, Richelieu might have
added—¢ economical in his governance of the State, it was
further necessary to him that the mistress of his choosing
should have a husband who might be held responsible
instead of the King for any vexatious consequences that
might result from the Zaison.” And lastly, as a Jesuit,
realizing that there still existed a certain traditionary
superstition of morality, he wanted, to quote the mocking
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Maréchal again, “a lady of quality, in order that there
should be as little scandal as possible!”

As I said above, Fleury owed his success not only to his
cunning, but to his luck. Such a woman as he required
chanced to be at Court, and Bachelier had reported to
Barjac, who in turn told the Cardinal, that the King already
appeared taken with her, for “he blushed whenever her
name was mentioned.” The fair who had produced so
significant an impression was the Comtesse de Mailly,
dame du palais to the Queen. Apart from the qualities
that recommended her to Fleury, she possessed one that
had recommended her to the King—a natural modesty.
Married at sixteen to her cousin, a notorious 70z%¢ by whom
she had been shamefully neglected, she had sought
consolation in a post-nuptial friendship with another man,
of the sort which Madame du Deffand termed “quite a
decent arrangement.” Indeed, Madame de Mailly’s lapse
from virtue was so slight that she still retained a sufficient
sense of shame to display diffidence, if not to feel reluctance,
in beginning an amour with the King.

Such modesty, coupled with the gentleness of her nature,
was just the quality to appeal to Louis. Secretly desiring
a mistress, he was too timid to make the first advances.
The boldness of a Charolais would have driven this novice
in vice back into the shell of his chastity. As it was,
he experienced considerable difficulty in conquering his
shyness even with the aid of Madame de Mailly’s
modesty.

Once, however, he got the better of this sensual timidity,
it will scarcely surprise one to learn that Louis “ passed in
a short time from an extreme reserve with women to the
greatest licence.” Indeed, so impartially did he divide his
attentions that the Court came to the conclusion La Belle
Inconnue was Woman in general. It was, however, to
Madame de Mailly that he was the most devoted, and as it
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pleased him to preserve the mystery of his amour long after
he had ceased to be shy, she was obliged to act in private
the #0/e that it was her ambition to act in public.

The royal assignations followed the course of the royal
degeneration. At first they took place “at night in the
Bois de Boulogne chez Charolais ”—who acted as entremes-
Zeuse—at her villa Madrid, to-day well known as a café-
restaurant. Then at Choisy, “that temple dedicated to
Love where there was only accommodation for ladies.”
At last in the petits appartementis of Versailles itself, into
which, after the respectable and solemn coucher du roi
demanded of him by etiquette, Louis would slip from his
royal bed in his grand state bedroom and join a select and
secret coterie at the famous pesits soupers.

Petits soupers in the petits appartenents! What scenes
of revelry and debauchery! What an unmasking of that
“vice which lost half its evil by losing all its grossness” !
And what cabals and intrigues, in which the fate of a
minister, a mistress, and Europe were involved!

These petits soupers in the petits appartements are
anathema maranatha to the “scientific” historian, who
is much too dignified a personage to leave the Council
Chamber, where wars were declared, treaties broken, and
high policies of State elaborated, for the back stairs, whence
the motives that inspired these actions originated. But as
you and I make no pretence of being historians, there is
no reason why we should yawn, like Louis Quinze, while
ministers read tiresome dispatches from Berlin or London,
glanced over balance sheets, and argued whether France
should form an alliance with Prussia or Austria. I frankly
confess that I would rather get a glimpse of history ez
déshabillé, so to speak, than behold her en grande tenue in
the Council Chamber of Versailles. Nor am I the least

ashamed to haunt the back stairs like a lacquey, since the
example has been set for me by no less a personage than
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the successor of Richelieu and Mazarin—the Last of the
Cardinals.

In fact, Fleury spent most of his life at Versailles
eavesdropping at the doors of the petzts appartements. With
Bachelier and Barjac for his ears he heard the popping of
every cork, the click of every glass. He heard the loud,
ribald laugh of Charolais, who, said d’Argenson, “would
have been a thief, a receiver of stolen goods, a flower-girl,
had she been born among the people.” He heard the
indecent jokes, and perhaps laughed at them too, of old
Maréchale d’Estrées, “ who was invited for her fund of racy
stories.” And he heard every hiccough of the modest
Mailly, who, according to d’Argenson, “had only one
defect—she grew to love the wine of Champagne as her
grandmother had loved it fifty years before her, and glass
in hand would have drunk a Bassompierre under the
table ! ”

His Eminence too saw everything, as he heard every-
thing, that went on at Versailles. Perhaps not the least
pleasing sight he saw was Madame de Mailly, sober and in
all the éclat of her beauty. As, for instance, when dressed
—and “no woman at Court knew how to dress better "—
“in the Polish costumes she affected, lovely to behold,
whether on horseback with a heron’s plume a ’azgrette in
her caftan of velvet, or driving in her carriage in yellow
satin trimmed with sable.”

Perhaps too the Cardinal had seen her when, according
to Richelieu, “she would have made a picture for Giorgione
or Titian, could they have beheld her like the merchants
who came in the mornings to show her their wares, and
whom she received in her bed of lace decked in all her
diamonds, which she wore on every occasion, even when
she slept.”

It was this frail beauty’s dream to be publicly acknow-
ledged as the maftresse en titre. Louis, doubtless, could
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have been induced to realize this dream for her much
sooner than he eventually did, but for the Cardinal, whose
opposition to her elevation was prompted by his passion
for economy and his own interests. In regard to the former
he had at the commencement of her amour, says d’ Argenson,
“made the King give her 20,000 livres, paid once for all.”’
Nor did Madame de Mailly, who was neither sordid nor
avaricious, ever ask for more-—save a mere forty francs or
so on two occasions—and consequently was “frequently
without a crown in her pocket.”

But money was none the less necessary to her, and to
cover the cost of what is ever an expensive 7d/¢ she was
obliged to incur enormous debts. Fleury was aware of
these debts, and as he dreaded that if she became the
maitresse déclaréde she would avail herself of the usual
prerogative of the position to pay them at the public
expense, he had opposed her elevation on grounds of
expediency. He had, however, a selfish motive as well.
For as long as the King refused to recognize her the
uncertainty as to her influence diverted into wvarious
channels the force of the current of intrigue against which,
powerful as he was, he was ever obliged to swim.

It was so necessary to his safety to know everything that
was transpiring that one can hardly blame him for attaching
so much importance to the tittle-tattle of the back stairs.
The eavesdropping and peeping through keyholes that was
done for him by his valets saved him more than once from
the fate of Madame de Prie. In this way he discovered
that the bold princesses and ribald duchesses of the petits
soupers, in order to bring about his fall, were flattering
Madame de Mailly into the belief that if she could induce
the King to dismiss him her dreams would be realized.
With the ears of his Bachelier and Barjac glued to the
doots of the petits apparteinents, he heard this tool of a
powerful cabal herself ask Louis—
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“When are you going to get rid of your old tutor?”

All of a sudden the Court, which knew nothing of these
secret revels beyond the fact that “they finished at five or
six in the morning and the King remained in bed till four
or five the next afternoon,” perceived, says d’Argenson,
that his Majesty “no longer spoke to Charolais.” She left
Versailles of her own accord, to-avoid being asked to leave,
and it was rumoured that “ Madame de Mailly had been
ordered to quarrel with her.”

The Cardinal, had he desired, might, no doubt, have got
rid of her too, but being necessary to him he punished her
more cruelly. He now not only ceased to raisc objections
to her recognition as the King’s declared mistress, but even
persuaded Louis to gratify her. Diabolical Cardinal! For
a maltresse en titve to maintain her position required special
and exceptional talent, which Fleury knew Madame de
Mailly wholly lacked. On what, on whom could she
depend to circumvent the machinations of the enemies
with whom she would have to contend? Not on that
beauty any more “which would have made Giorgione or
Titian haunt her ante-chamber.” The dissipation of the
petits soupers had faded it; at cight-and-twenty she was
passée. Lcast of all on Louis. Ileury had studied him too
well not to know that, stripped of its mystery, his passion
would die. No, to kecp from falling on that slippery
summit of her drcams the wretched woman would be
obliged to look to /Zzm for support! With his aid only
would habit, to which the King was a slave, continue to
chain him to a mistress who had ceased to please him—
perhaps for the bricf span of life that an indispensable
minister of eighty-five might still hope to enjoy!

Nor was the crafty Cardinal, to whom power was the
breath of life, mistaken in his calculations.

The vanity of Madame de Mailly, who was “ quite with-
out hatred or malice,” had no sooner been gratified than
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the King’s passion, which had bloomed for five years in the
shade, withered in the sunshine of publicity. “She ceased
to be happy,” says Richelieu, “ the day she could no longer
conceal her happiness.”

To appreciate the full extent of Fleury’s vengeance it
should be added that the inoffensive Madame de Mailly
had grown to love this king, who was “beau comme
I'amour,” as Valliere had loved his predecessor. It was his
affection she coveted, not his moncy. “She had appeared
content,” says Richelieu, ¢ with the 20,000 francs she had
received at the outset, which, on the first morning of a royal
ltaison, was a price more than bourgeois for the favours of a
Comtesse de Mailly.” And now grown weary of her, but
lacking the will to dismiss her, Louis trcated her, to quote
the Maréchal again, “like Peter the Great when in France,
who made love like a porter and behaved in the same
fashion.” Aaitresse en titre of the King of France, Madame
de Mailly did not cost him as much “as an opera girl costs
a banker !”

Finding herself neglected by the King, ridiculed by the
Court and bullied by the Cardinal, one would have thought
a woman of Madame de Mailly’s unsclfish and docile
nature would have followed the example of Valli¢re and
retired to a convent. But this a wild hope of rekindling
Louis’ passion prevented her from doing, and in her despair
she sought consolation at a source from which there seemed
a reasonable chance of obtaining it, namely, the boasted
devotion of her sister Félicit¢é de Nesle—Madame de

Vintimille to be.

Vv

THE unconventionality, to give it a mild name, of the
lives of the Marquis and Marquise de Nesle had so disor-
ganized their establishment that it became necessary in the
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interests of respectability for their relations to provide for
their children. Madame de Mailly, who was at the time of
this family conclave the only one of the five sisters married,
had charged herself with the care of Félicité, the sister
nearest her own age, and placed her as a pensionnaire at the
convent of Port-Royal. Here Mademoiselle de Nesle, cut
off from a world she had never known and temptations she
had never expericnced, had developed a malady that she
neither tried nor desired to cure—a malady to which the
Faculty would no doubt give a scientific name, but which
will best be understood by calling it, like the cynical
Richelieu, nostalgie de voi.

This complaint, though strange in a pensionnaire of Port-
Royal, was particularly prcvalent in the eighteenth century.
But of all who have ever been afflicted with it, Félicité de
Nesle had it in its worst form. To its victim the repose
and sccurity of the haven of Port-Royal seemed more
dreadful than the tempests and shipwrecks of the ocean of
the world. Inthe bosom of an eternal Lent she sighed for
an eternal carnival. Consumed with the fever of baffled
curiosity and ungratified desire, she spent her days glued to
her window, like sister Anne in the fairy-tale, watching for
the coming of the royal lover of whom she dreamt at night.
Never did she hear the Angelus but she started as if it were
the signal of her deliverance, the profane annunciation for
which she pined. Moreover, not only was this dove weary
of her mystical dove-cot, but she made no mystery of her
desires. More than once she was heard to declare in the
delirium of her ennur—

“ My sister Mailly is good ” (and foolish, she might have
added); “she will call me to her. I shall make the King
love me, and then I shall ruin IFleury and govern France!”

In the hope that by some chance they might fall into
the hands of the King, she wrote letter on letter to her
sister imploring her to send her an invitation to visit
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Versailles. At last, as she had hoped, one of these letters
did fall into the King’s hands. He read it and was amused.
To amuse Louis! It was the thread to the labyrinth in
which Madame de Mailly wandered, the thread she had
dropped when Fleury had robbed her of her mystery and
Time of youth and beauty. So Madame de Mailly, who
had already thought of Félicité—whose name alone was
a happy omen—as a reinforcement, no longer hesitated
but sent her sister the golden key to Paradise—lost !

Born, as Richelieu expressed it with flippant irony, in the
“hot month of August” 1712, Mademoisclle de Nesle was
twenty-seven when she arrived at Versailles. It was rather
late, onc would have thought, to succeed in capturing the
heart of Louis. A woman, however, is only as old as she
appears to be. Ninon de I'Enclos and Diane de Poitiers
made conquests at sixty, and kept themtoo! Nevertheless,
they had retained some of their past charms, but Félicité
de Nesle had never been beautiful. Her own sister,
Madame de Flavacourt, in describing her years afterwards,
to Soulavie, said that “she had the face of a grenadier, the
neck of a stork, and the smell of an ape.” While her
husband, who hated her as much as she despised him, used
to speak of her as “his little he-goat!” Indced one peut
JSairer Madame de Vintimille—to call her by the name
of the man she married—in all the memoirs of the time.
Nevertheless, without charms, she charmed even her enemies.

“It needs,” said Richelieu, “ much art or much genius to
be as ugly as that. If she had not the beauty which comes
from God, she had that which comes from the devil and
returns to him.”

In her the repulsive became horribly attractive, even that
odeur de singe, a feature that would have robbed even Venus
of her loveliness. With this original ugliness, which she
was clever enough to admit, and the first to make a jest of,
she was ever restless, capricious, inventive, malicious,
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vicious, sparkling, a creature full of surprises, and of whom
nothing was certain but the unexpected. On Louis “who
was the casiest man in the world to distract but the most
difficult to keep amused ” such a woman was bound to
exert a powerful charm. But Mademoiselle de Nesle had
not come to Versailles simply to amuse the King. Behind
all her affected gaicty and folly she had a serious object,
and while her head appeared to be empty it was teeming
with ambition. This object, which she never lost sight of
for a moment, was “to subjugate the King, to render his
yoke light but to accustom him to it, to tame him gently
but to tame him for ever.”

She did not, however, take Louis captive by a sudden
assault; but insensibly insinuated herself into his esteem
and glided into his confidence, prying the while into all the
secrets of State with the air of a disgusted zngénue who,
having tasted forbidden fruit, finds it bitter. At the same
time, the more artfully to conceal her designs, she continued
todisplay thegreatest devotion to the sister shewas supplant-
ing. But Madame de Mailly was under no illusions as to
her treachery. She was, however, afraid to complain, lest
by doing so she should precipitate the catastrophe she
dreaded. She had, moreover, hersclf succumbed to the
diabolical fascination of F¢licité even while she resented it.
So, says Richelieu, “forcing despair to wear the mask of
hope and crowning with laurel a brow that called for the
willow, she consented to share the King with her sister,
preferring the martyrdom of secretly suffering near her
lover to the public affront of a dismissal without hope of
return.” And so well did she feign indifference that many
believing it impossible for a woman, even one so docile and
sweet-tempered as she, to endure such a humiliation
declared she had found consolation in another lover. But
even the prick of these thorns Madame de Mailly bore in
silence.
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Nor was the Cardinal less concerned at the designs of
Félicité, in whom he at once recognized another Madame
de Prie, but one infinitely more subtle, more hostile,
more fell. That he should attempt to defeat her purpose
goes without saying, and in the whole history of Court
intrigues, which teems with so many strange incidents, there
is none stranger than the struggle for power that now
began between this old man close on ninety and this young
woman fresh from a convent. It was the craft of instinct
pitched against the craft of long experience, the fearless
malice of youth against the feline malice of age. Sucha
struggle, which would at any time be remarkable, by reason
of the contrast of the antagonists, is rendered the more
conspicuous from the utter worthlessness of the object—
the favour of Louis Quinze. For Louis, insincere and
malicious by nature, unwilling to part either with his
minister or his mistress, amused himself by playing them
false in turns, and encouraging each in the very act of
betrayal.

The marriage of Mademoisclle de Nesle afforded the
King an excellent opportunity of displaying this character-
istic duplicity. In her 74/ of understudy to Madame de
Mailly, ctiquette and ambition alike demanded that she
should marry. As she did not in the least Jove the King
whom she had bewitched, she had none of her sister’s
modesty in regard to enriching herself at his expense.
Love a king! It was an ideal worthy of a Semme de
chambre in the opinion of Félicité de Nesle. She knew
that it was the importunate mistresses of kings who were
the fortunate ones; in her opinion a Vallicre or a Mailly
deserved to be unhappy. She intended to get all she
could out of her royal lover. So when it came to a
question of her marriage she aspired high, and with her
natural audacity demanded the hand of a Prince of the
Blood !

3
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It was not that her avarice or her pride desired this
gratification, but her cunning and her malice. She knew
that the Cardinal would bitterly oppose such an alliance,
therefore from malice she wished it as a means of humiliat-
ing him. While her cunning told her that in case of some
future reverse of fortune, a princely marriage would to a
great extent break her fall.

But Louis, after consenting, to Fleury’s vexation, married
her instead to the Marquis de Vintimille, a quite unim-
portant and contemptible young nobleman of twenty. Her
shame and Fleury’s triumph were, however, mitigated by
a further instance of kingly duplicity. For Louis settled
200,000 livres on the bride and made her a dame du palais
to the Dauphiness, which gave her another 6,000 livres a
year with quarters at Versailles. But this extravagance
was, perhaps, less disturbing to the Cardinal than the fact
that “the King came expressly from his hunting-box at
La Muette to honour the ceremony, and that night took the
husband’s place, who was sent to sleep alone in the King’s
bed at La Muctte!”

After this marriage, Madame de Vintimille’s influence
over the King rapidly increased. Nevertheless, try as she
might, she could not bring about the fall of the Cardinal,
“though she succeeded in preventing him from seeing the
King for more than a quarter of an hour a week.” Nor
could the Cardinal dislodge her, though he employed the
most brilliant wits at Court to sting her to death with
ridicule, and all the craft of which he himself was a past
master. But powerful as Madame de Vintimille had now
become, she could not save Chauvelin, of whose ability
Fleury had grown jcalous, from disgrace. She had, too, in
order to save her vagabond father from imprisonment, to
suffer the further humiliation of beseeching the intercession
of the Cardinal, who humbled her still more by granting
her prayer.
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Considering, however, Fleury’s extreme age, Madame de
Vintimille bad merely to wait for the golden apple of
power to fall into her lap. But cunning seldom fails to dig
its own pitfalls. As the Cardinal, for all his craft, had
made the mistake of driving Madame de Mailly to despair,
whereby he had made Madame de Vintimille possible, so
she in her turn over-reached herself. Merely to see her
inveterate enemy sink into his grave within a month or a
year gave her no satisfaction. In her vindictive hatred
she wanted his disgrace as well as his death, and she never
ceased to meditate how she might accomplish it, feeling,”
says de Goncourt, “that she had within her the gage of
victory.”

In order to invest this “gage "—in other words, the child
with which she was encesnte—with the importance her
ambition attached to it, Madame de Vintimille desired
that her accouchcinent should take place at Versailles. And
thither the infatuated King himself brought her from
Choisy, where she had for months kept him cut off from
Fleury and all hostile influences. Naturally delicate, the
strain of the intense excitement under which she had long
laboured, caused not only by the high hopes she built on
the legitimization of her child, but by the fear lest it should
be stillborn, had reduced her to a state that occasioned the
doctors the gravest anxicty.

Fleury, in the mecantime, at eighty-nine, clinging to
power like a miser to his money-bags, awaited this event
on which his fate hung, with an apparent indifference,
which afterwards gave rise to the foulest suspicions. For
Madame de Vintimille perished with victory in her
grasp !

Four days aftcr her arrival at Versailles she was safely
delivered of a fine boy, “which the King received into his
own arms with much greater manifestations of delight than
he had ever shown at the birth of his Queen’s children.”
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With Louis exhibiting such inordinate joy over the child,
and Madame de Vintimille reported to be convalescing,
Fleury played his last card and left Versailles—an act that
on previous occasions in the past had invariably brought
the King to heel. On this occasion, however, Louis
manifested no sign of regret, and the old Cardinal might
never have returned had not the health of Madame de
Vintimille unexpectedly taken a sudden turn for the worse.
Seized with violent convulsions, she shriecked out that she
had been poisoned, and failing to obtain the least relief
from the antidotes she took, the unhappy woman at last
consented that a confessor should be sent for. But the
remedies of the Church were destined to give as little relief
to her now terrified soul as those of the Faculty to her
tortured body. For the confessor himself dropped dead on
the threshold of her room before he could reach her! A
few minutes later Madame de Vintimille likewise expired.
Her romance of love and ambition had lasted but the
length of a dream.

As if to set the seal to this horrible end, “ horrors,” says
d’Argenson, “were perpetrated on her body before it was
buried.” Following a ridiculous custom which prevented
the palace of the King of France from offering hospitality
to the dead, the corpse of Madame de Vintimille, loosely
stitched up after a hasty autopsy, and wrapped in a sheet,
was removed to the Hotel de Villeroy, where the servants—
to continue in the words of d’Argenson—*“left it in the
stable to go and get drunk, whereupon the populace of
Versailles who were rejoiced at her decath, because they
believed she wished to induce the King to reside per-
manently at Choisy, got into the stable and saying that she
was a vile creature, who had stolen the King from her
sister who was a good woman, they lit fire-crackers on her
body, and subjected it to all sorts of insults!”

What an end! And what an opportunity for a moral
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reflection! But to dig up a dead woman from the ounblieste
of history in which she is buried, to pelt her with the stones
of morality, seems to me even more;inhuman than “to light
fire-crackers on her body.” Besides, belated indignation
is ridiculous, and I am sure that had Madame de Vintimille
foreseen her end it would not have prevented her for one
moment from going on with her 73/, Her soul, as
Richelieu said of her looks, came from the devil and

returned to him.

VI

Louls was overwhelmed by the shock of this death.
When the news was broken to him he immediately took to
his bed, and remained there for three days utterly pros-
trated with grief—and fear, people said. For he took
no steps to investigate the truth of thc rumour ‘that the
sudden end of the woman he mourncd “was due to poison
administered by the Abbé Brissard, a Fleuryiste, being
warned, it was whispercd, that a similar fate would over-
take him if he dared to avenge her.”

But Fleury, whether directly or indircctly responsible
for this crime, was not the only person who bencfited by
it. On rising from his bed Louis departed for a secluded
country house, taking Madame de Mailly with him, “to
remind him of her sister”” To poor Madame de Mailly,
who in order to remain near the man she loved had endured
the torture of witnessing his affection for her rival, there
was nothing humiliating in being invited to weep with him
over his loss. On the contrary, after her bitter winter of
neglect, it seemed to her as if the summer had returned—
the short summer of St. Martin. So she encouraged the
hypochondriacal King to pour his grief into her ears, and
realizing that on its continuance the length of her lease of
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happiness depended, she mingled her tears with his while
he read over the “two thousand odd letters he had ex-
changed with her sister,” and sighed with him when he
would pause to exclaim—

“ Ah, Madame de Vintimille was not so wicked as they
say!”

But while the minister and the mistress were only too
willing to encourage him to indulge a grief which gave the
kingdom to the one and the King to the other, the Court
was impatient to put an end to a state of affairs that
threatened to revive the melancholy bigotry of Louis XIII.
So the Duc de Richelieu, the gayest, the greediest, the
cleverest, and the most unscrupulous of the courtiers,
having consulted with a few of his friends, formed a
conspiracy to remove both the minister and the mistress,
and to replace them with others. As it was agreed
that he should take the place of the Cardinal, it was
only a question of finding a substitute for Madame de
Mailly.

“ After running over in my mind,” he says in his mon-
strously wicked and witty Memoirs—*“after running over
in my mind the beauties of the Court, I thought I could
do no better than give the preference to one that at first
sight of her some months before the King, turning pale,
had thrice in succession exclaimed, ‘Mon dieu, qu’elle est
belle!” She was indeed beautiful. Moreover, being the
sister of Mesdames de Mailly and de Vintimille, she ap-
peared to me a most suitable candidate, for such a mistress
would make the King the least faithless possible to poor
Madame de Mailly, since she would be replaced by her
sister, a thing she had already tolerated, and the least
blamable in the sight of Heaven and the world, since the
scandal would be confined to a single family.”

It was thus that Marie Anne de Mailly-Nesle, Duchesse
de Chateauroux, acquired the leading #4/ in this drama of
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intrigue, which may very aptly be termed “The Fatal
Amours of Louis Quinze.”

“She was not one of your ordinary beauties,” wrote
Richelieu ; “with her nymph-like form and her regal
carriage, with her blue cyes full of genius and her en-
chantress’s voice, with her mouth made for kisses and
commands, and with her superb blond hair waving on a
brow of ivory like the hair of the Antiope of Correggio or
the Venus of Titian, she was a morsel for a king. But
she was far more beautiful than these masterpicces of art,
for she was a masterpiece of Nature. She had speech, move-
ment, life ; her eyes called for homage, her lips for pleasure,
her heart for love. Such a woman was born to reign.”

And this, like Madame de Vintimille beforc her, was her
ambition. Descended, so to speak, from a long line of
intrigues, all the traits of which she inherited, the Duchesse
de Chéitcauroux possessed a remarkable aptitude for the
difficult #d/¢ she undertook to play.

Nothing is more erroneous than to fancy that the
mistress of a king is necessarily an amourcuse, least of all
the mistress of a French king. Never were women colder,
less sensual than the Maintenon or the Pompadour. The
maitresse en titre was, with few exceptions, essentially a
woman of vast ambition, wholly absorbed in obtaining and
maintaining her power. It is, perhaps, no exaggeration to
say that she regarded the bodily “ duty,” as Maric Leczinska
expressed it, of her office as its sole drawback—the thorn,
so to speak, to the rose of power for which she hankered.
Such women were utterly devoid of passion, utterly in-
capable of love; and, paradoxical as it seems, when they
frankly polluted themselves, like a Vallicre or a Mailly,
they were far less depraved than when they decliberately
and coldly made a sin for which they had no inclination
the means of achieving their object.

Madame de Chateauroux had an energetic, almost male
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character, at once sharpened and softened by precocious
experience. Her wit could be amiable as well as malicious,
and her coquetry, which was either piquant or modest as
she desired, scemed natural because it was refined. There
never reigned at Versailles a mistress surer of herself ; her
every action was premeditated, and she studied her 7d/e
with as much care as an actress at the Conservatoire. If
she made mistakes, she was determined they should not be
at her own expense, and if she fell, to fall from such a
height that her fall should still be a triumph and her dis-
grace a homage. She belonged to the class of women-
sphinxes, onc of those creatures who regard themselves as
the axis of the world, and to attain their ends will sce with
a light heart and without the least rcmorse everything
tumble to picces around them. Such a woman was not
onc to surrender at the first assault, but after a siege.

“ If the heart,” said Richelieu, “that glittered in her eyes
burnt, like all new worlds, to be discovered, it did not suffer
common exploration or hasty posscssion.”

When she came to Versailles she was known as the
Marquise de la Tournelle.  Iler husband, it was said, had
died of unrequited love of her, leaving his widow with a
fortune quite inadequate to support her in the manncr she
desired. So beautiful a woman could not lack opportunities
of acquiring a grand position, and the Prince de Soubise, of
the semi-royal family of Rohan, had offered her marriage.
Such an alliance would have satisfied the ambition of an
ordinary woman, but not that of Madame de la Tournelle,
who openly boasted that Cond¢ and not the Marquis de
Nesle was her father. Fé¢licit¢ de Nesle had had the
audacity to aspire to a Prince of the Blood; Mariec Anne,
become a widow, refused to accept the hand of any man
short of the King of France, and it was only since he could
not offer her his right, that she condescended to accept
his left.
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Warned, however, by her sister’s mistakes, she deter-
mined beforehand to secure the guarantees which Madame
de Vintimille had failed to demand. To obtain them she
played the prude—a part that never fails to subjugate an
amorous king—and teased Louis to distraction by feigning
fidelity to the “ beau Agenois,” a nephew of Richelicu, with
whom it was rumoured she was as madly in love as he was
known to be with her. But the Duchesse de Chéteauroux
never loved any one or anything but power. When it
suited her purpose to appear to surrender to the King she
did not scruple to be falsec to Agenois, but in a manncr
which threw all the odium of her treachery on him. To
effect this she employed Richelicu, whose aims depended
on the success of hers, to concoct a plot by which his
nephcw was sent to a distant part of the country, and
while absent made to belicve that his mistress was faith-
Jess. This ruse succeeded preciscly as Madame dc
Chatcauroux, knowing Agenois, cxpected it to. For in a
fit of pique he married another, whercupon the artful prude
consented to reccive Louis, “disguised as a doctor,” for the
first time alone.

In return for this incffable favour she demanded “that
when she wanted moncy she was to send her notes and
obtain it at the Royal Treasury ; that she should be created
a duchess, and her letters patent verified by the Parlement
and that her children, if she had any, should be legiti-
matized. Finally, as a pledge of the fulfilment of thesc
conditions, she demanded the immediate dismissal of her
sister Madamc de Mailly.”

Such demands were more in kceping with the coarse
manners of the Court of Whitchall than with the polished
Court of Versailles. Here, though thc Treasury was
regarded by a maitresse en titre as a bank whose funds
were her personal property, she had formerly made her
drafts upon it with as little publicity as possible. She had,
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too, while wielding the greatest power, carefully avoided
anything that might savour of ostentation. Madame
Scarron was perfectly satisfied to be known as the
Marquise de Maintenon. To be created Duchesse de la
Valliere was Mademoiselle Louise La Beaume Le Blanc’s
crowning humiliation. As for the lcgitimization of the
royal bastards, this had never been done defore they were
born. That a grande dame of the Court of Versailles
should have been capable of sctting the above pricg on
her favours, and that the successor of Louis XIV should
have paid it without a qualm, was significant of the
degeneration of socicty, which now became perceptible
to all close observers.

The dismissal of Madame de Mailly was the sole con-
dition in this cold-blooded, soulless affair that did not
outrage ctiquette. It was, howcver, the only one to which
Louis raised any objections. This was not because he
had any sense of honour in the matter, or pitied Madame
de Mailly, or regretted to part with her. He merely
dreaded the scene that he knew she would make. With
all the wish in the world, he had not the will to send
her from him. But the haughty mistress was inexorable.
Shylock was not more determined to have his pound of
flesh than she was to have cverything she demanded.

She very ncarly overrcached herself in this matter, for
between her stubborn pride and Madame de Mailly’s
prayers and reproaches the King was so distracted that
had there becen any one capable of taking advantage of
the situation, the Duchesse de Chateauroux might have
remained Madame dc la Tournclle for the rest of her
life. Richelicu, however, as usual, came to the rescue by
duping Madame de Mailly into believing that her voluntary
departure from the Court would prove her love to Louis in
a manner so convincing as to rekindle his for her.

Having brought herself to the point of acknowledging
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the wisdom of Richelieu’s advice, the wretched woman lost
no time in acting upon it. Louis’ behaviour on this occa-
sion was typical of his natural duplicity. Finding that she
was going, he pretended to deprecate her departure.

“ At any rate,” he said, as she staggered half fainting
from his presence, “I shall expect you at Choisy on
Monday, Madame la Comtesse. Remember, Monday,” he
repeated, adding playfully, “ and don’t keep me waiting.”

Poor Madame de Mailly! She had no sooner left
Versailles than the order was given to dismantle her
apartments and nail up the doors. Monday she was ill
with brain fever, and it was Madame de Chateauroux who
went to Choisy with the King as maftresse en tizre.

Madame de Mailly’s subsequent career was not with-
out a certain pathetic interest. On leaving Versailles
she took refuge with the Comtesse de Toulouse in Paris,
having no home of her own and no money, for “never
shade crossed the Styx poorer than she on leaving Ver-
sailles.” A Noailles by birth, the Comtesse de Toulouse,
like all her family, had the virtue of fidelity to her friends
in misfortune. Through her intercession the fallen favourite
finally obtained a pension from the King sufficient to enable
her to pay her debts and the grant of apartments in the
Luxembourg. At first grief and despair threatened her
reason and her life; but eventually a sermon of the
revivalist priest Renault, whom she heard preach, led
her to accept her fate with resignation. Her repentance
expressed itself in a more practical fashion than Valliere’s,
for she renounced the world without entering a convent,
and devoted the rest of her life to the poor, without
neglecting her prayers.

The natural submissiveness of spirit, which, quite apart
from her lack of ability, would have rendered her incapable
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of playing with success the difficult ¢/ of King’s mistress,
is illustrated by the following anecdote :—

Happening once accidentally to inconvenience some
persons as she was taking her seat in church, a brute who
recognized her, hissed out—

“What a fuss for a harlot!”

“Since you recognize her,” was the gentle retort, “ pray
to God for her.”

Her death, which occurred several ycars after that of the
sister who had so cruelly supplanted her, recalled her for a
fleeting moment to the memory of the Court which had
quite forgotten her. But Madame de Pompadour, it is
said, was the only person at Versailles who manifested the
least concern.

VII

WiTii Madamc de Vintimille’s death the struggle for
power, which had hitherto been a private, became a national,
and even an international affair. Persons became synonyms
for politics, politics acquired a purely personal character.
The watchwords of the Cardinal’s policy had been
“Iiconomy and Peace.” It is to the persistency with
which he endeavoured to adhere to these principles during
his long supremacy that he owes the rather favourable
esteem with which history is inclined to regard him—
history being altogether too dignified to consider his
conduct when absent from the Council Chamber. He had
not, however, always been able to maintain this policy.
When the War of the Austrian Succession broke out, it
was impossible that France should remain neutral. He
was for supporting Maria Theresa, because the nature of
her resources seemed to guarantee a certain and speedy
triumph. But in this he suddenly found himself opposed
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by what passed for public opinion, of which the spokesman
was the Maréchal de Belle-Isle. To him the situation of
Maria Theresa offered an excellent opportunity of breaking
the power of Austria, which for centuries had been regarded
as the hereditary enemy of France. Belle-Isle’s policy was
to sow discord in the Empire, by securing the election of
an emperor hostile to the House of Hapsburg and at the
same time too weak to maintain himself without the aid
of France. Fleury had been forced to adopt this policy,
to which he was opposed, at the cost of much of his
prestige, for Belle-Isle had been actively supported by
Madame de Vintimille.

Another such blow and the Cardinal’s power must have
been completely broken; and it was such a ome that
Madame de Vintimille was preparing to deal him when
she died—at a time most unfortunate for France, This
event deprived Belle-Isle, whose plans had so far prospered
and who was absent with the army in Bohemia, of support
at Versailles when he most needed it, a circumstance
of which the Cardinal hastened to take advantage. By
Madame de Vintimille’s death he had recovered his power,
but it was not safe so long as Belle-Isle, in whom he had
a personal enemy and a dangerous rival, remained undis-
credited. Belle-Isle, however, who lacked only loyal
support to have proved himself the ablest general and
minister France had had since the great days of Louis
XIV, was not to be ruined easily. Nor was Fleury, to
whom power was life, the man to hesitate to go to any
extreme to be rid of such a rival The only way of
effecting this appeared to be by refusing to send Belle-Isle
the reinforcements he demanded, whereby the French
army was shut up in Prague without supplies and
completely cut off in the depth of winter. Of the humili-
ation to France that would be occasioned by the fall of
Prague, Fleury cared nothing. Ministers, before and since,
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have procured peace with dishonour, but seldom has the
honour of a State been sacrificed to such base ends as in
the present instance.

In Belle-Isle, however, the Cardinal met the first a7 he
had ever had to deal with. Tired of waiting for reinforce-
ments that never came, and conscious of treachery which
had devoted him to ruin, the high-souled Marshal deter-
mined to save the honour of his country and bring home
his army besieged in Prague, cut off in the midst of a
hostile and foreign country, starved, frozen, and with the
alternatives before it of an impossible victory or inevitable
captivity. This too seemed as impossible as victory. But
one night in the middle of December Europe beheld a
handful of heroes all rags, skin and bones, and covered with
wounds, pressing over the trackless snow towards France.
It was the garrison of Prague escaping from its prison,
followed by a horde of Uhlans, Hussars, and Pandours,
against which it protected itself with thirty cannon that
vomited fire as they flew from flank to flank—the first
appearance of horse artillery in modern warfare, and
invented by Belle-Isle, who, sick, wounded, and worn out,
rode in the midst of his men encouraging them with
hope.

For ten days and nights, starved and dying, they struggled
on over the frozen mountains. But they reached France.
This retreat from Prague electrified the world and deserves
to be remembered, for it was one of the most glorious, and
almost the last, of the great deeds of the ancien régime. But
this is not the place to dilate on the genius of Belle-Isle, I
merely mention him in passing, because at the very time he
was saving the honour of his country, its king was too busy
bargaining for the favours of Madame de ChAteauroux to
think of it.

To oppose the rise of this woman in whom he scented
another Madame de Vintimille, the Cardinal, enfeebled by
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the weight of his ninety years and dispirited by the success
of Belle-Isle, scarcely attempted. His day was virtually
over, and within a month of Madame de Chateauroux’s
recognition as maitvesse en titve “he stole into his grave,”
as Richelieu says, “in order to escape the funeral of his
power.”

The news of his death was greeted with every manifestation
of joy by the nation.

“ Gentlemen,” said the King, on being informed of it, to
those who surrounded him, “ henceforth, I am my own prime
minister.”

“ Say rather,” whispered Madame de Chateauroux to
Richelieu, “no more priests!”

Having obtained power, the favourite, who herself said
that her ambition was “haute comme les monts,” was
determined to use it in guiding the ship of State. Hitherto
she had been too busy thinking of herself to find the time
to think of France, but now she gave her attention wholly
to the State.

In face of the invasion with which the kingdom was
threatened after Belle-Isle’s heroic retreat from Prague, no
one was so pusillanimous as to advise the King to sue for
peace. For once the voice of faction was silent and the
whole nation was united in the desire to continue the war
till the previous disasters had been atoned for by victories.
Prompt and energetic action was needed at once, and
Madame de Chateauroux was lacking in neither ability nor
daring. She filled the most important offices of the ministry
with her confederates and warmly supported Belle-Isle—
though she afterwards abandoned him, when the disasters
of the war dimmed his star, and threatened to cloud her
own.

Furthur, to spur the patriotism of the nation, of the value
of which in such a crisis she was fully aware, as well as to
flatter the vanity of the man on whose favour her own
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existence depended, she unceasingly urged Louis to take
the command of his army in person.

« Vou will kill me with all this energy,” the lethargic king
complained, loath to leave the luxury of the Court for the
hardships of the camp.

«So much the better,” she retorted ; “it is necessary
for the salvation of your kingdom that you should be
re-born !”

He finally consented to gratify her. The news that the
King of France would in person lead his troops to victory,
awoke an enthusiasm throughout the nation that was
in itself a gage of victory. She had placed her hand
on the pulse of public opinion, as well as on the
heart of the King. The people compared her to Agnes
Sorel. Nattier painted her as Dawn—the dawn of a
new era !

Having found the energy to take the field, Louis, or
rather his generals, rewarded the popular expectation by a
series of rapid and brilliant successes. The pride of Austria
was humbled in the dust in her Flemish provinces. But
Madame de Chiteauroux, knowing the nature of Louis
Quinze, was afraid to run the risk of even a temporary
separation from him. Before he started for the front, it had
been agreed that she should follow him. To minimize the
scandal of such an action, the King invited several ladies,
among whom were three Princesses of the Blood, to
accompany her. But this precaution produced the very
opposite effect to what was intended. The announcement
that the royal mistress had left the Court for the camp
caused the greatest offence to the nation.

The King had been very popular with the army, “tast-
ing the soup of the invalids and eating the bread of the
soldiers.” But with the arrival of the women his popularity
vanished. The soldiers of the bodyguard even went to
the length of singing at night, within hearing of the royal
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tent, a vulgar song very much in vogue at the time in
Paris, of which the refrain was:—
“ Ah, Madame Enroux,

Je deviendrai fou
Si je ne vous baise,”

substituting for “ Madame Enroux ” “ Belle Chateauroux.”
Indeed, so hostile was the behaviour of the good people
of Lille, that it was thought advisable for the favourite and
her companions to go to Dunkirk and await the King.
Here, presentiment of coming evil, the first person
Madame de Chateauroux met was her mortal enemy, the
Comte de Maurepas.

VIII

THIS hatred, which was mutual and very vigorous, origin-
ated in the expectations that each had built on the fortune
of the Dowager Duchesse de Mazarin, who was the aunt of
Madame de Maurepas, as well as of Madame de Chéateau-
roux, and by whom the latter had been brought up and
educated. On the strength of this tie, Madame de Cha-
teauroux had not unnaturally counted on inheriting the
whole of her aunt’s property. The Duchesse de Mazarin,
however, after encouraging her niece in this belief, had,
with contemptible mockery, left all she possessed to Maure-~
pas and his wife, who proceeded to “rub in” their victory
by immediately obliging Madame de Chéiteauroux to leave
her aunt’s house, where she was living, in order that they
might enter into possession.

To “get even” with Maurepas had ever since been one
of the prime objects of Madame de Chéiteauroux’s life.
The knowledge that he had tried to prevent her from
becoming maitresse en titre had been one of the chief

motives of her demand to be created a duchess. To
4
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mortify Madame de Maurepas, whom she would thus out-
rank, she had obliged the King to command Maurepas
himself to prepare the patent of her title for verification by
the Parlement. This, however, gave him the opportunity
of retaliating in a similar petty manner. For a pen in the
hands of Maurepas was as dangerous as a rapier in the
hands of the immortal d’Artagnan. He had a special
talent for composing lampoons and epigrams. Of all
those that flooded France in the reign of Louis Quinze and
were said to “temper despotism,” none were more malicious,
more stinging than the ones that emanated from him. In
preparing the royal diploma which created her a duchess,
Maurepas defamed her in the most discreet manner
possible.

“ Considering,” it ran, “that our very dear and beloved
cousin, Marie Anne de Mailly-Nesle, widow of the Marquis
de la Tournelle, is issue of one of the oldest families in the
kingdom allied to ours; that her ancestors have for many
generations rendered great and important services to our
crown ; that she is attached as dame du palais to our very
dear companion the Queen ; and that she joins to all the
virtues the most excellent qualities of heart and mind
which have won her just and universal esteem, we, Louis,
by the grace of God, King of France, deem it suitable to
bestow on her the duchy of Chiteauroux with all its
appurtenances and dignities, etc., etc.”

But Madame de Chiteauroux was not born to perish
from the stab of ridicule. Maurepas might sneer as much
as he pleased, she had the supreme, if foolish, satisfaction
of sitting on her #abouret at Versailles while his wife was
compelled to stand.

It was in the sphere of politics, however, that this hatred
sought and obtained the most effective revenge. Maurepas
had belonged to the party of the Cardinal, who observing
the favour he enjoyed with the King, one of whose com-
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panions he had been as a boy, had made him Minister of
Marine at twenty-one in the hope of securing his fidelity.
But Maurepas, treacherous by instinct, was only faithful to
Fleury because he hoped to inherit the reversion of his
power. Indeed, so cleverly did he play his cards, and so
broken had the Cardinal been during the last year of his
life, that Maurepas had virtually been chief minister.
When reconstructing the ministry on Fleury’s death, the
Duchesse de Chateauroux would, had it been possible, have
excluded him from the cabinet. But Louis was too mani-
festly opposed to the dismissal of a minister whom he
liked personally, and who, more than any one with
whom he came in contact throughout his reign, had the
knack of making the most tedious details of state business
appear amusing. Under such circumstances, the maitresse
en titve was too sensible to force the King to part with the
minister against his will. ~Moreover, she realized that
Maurepas would be less dangerous to her in the ministry
than out of it. She could not, however, forbear “putting
out one of his eyes,” as she expressed it, by effecting the
fall of his only adherent and intimate friend Amelot, whom
she made the King dismiss “because he stammered.”

But Maurepas, though humiliated by his haughty and
vindictive cousin, was not crushed. He quietly bided his
time, and let no opportunity slip of “getting even ” in his
turn. The indignation excited by her arrival at the theatre
of war owed its force to his vilifying lampoons. He had
indeed, even attempted to prevent her departure altogether
by warning Louis of the popular disaffection to which
such an act would expose him personally. But Madame
de Chateauroux had cleverly removed him before Louis
was convinced, by getting him sent on a tour of inspection
of the seaports of the kingdom, beginning with those in
the South, as the farthest away. Her annoyance, there-
fore, may be imagined when on arriving at Dunkirk, she
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found her enemy there in his official capacity, having
finished his tour of inspection, and ready to take all
possible advantage of the unpopularity now attaching
to her.

While she was waiting for the King at Dunkirk a cabal,
the seeds of which had been previously planted by
Maurepas, sprang up in a night like a mushroom. To
bring about the fall of the favourite this cabal, which in-
cluded generals, bishops, ministers, and princes of the
blood, gave the utmost publicity to the scandal caused by
her presence in the camp, being quite indifferent as to its
effect on the popularity of the King or the stability of the
throne. Thus it was reported that the monarch shared
his favours equally between the duchess and her sister,
Madame de Lauraguais, who was one of the ladies who
had left the Court.

This infamous rumour, which was only too true, is an
instance of the depths of infamy to which Madame de
Chateauroux was capable of descending to gratify her lust
for power. For, discovering that Louis appeared to be
amused by her sister—of whom, by the way, she was as
fond as Madame de Mailly had been of Madame de
Vintimille—she had with consummate cynicism done her
best to further the royal inclination, whereby she made of
« fat, ugly, jolly Lauraguais, who had neither ambition nor
ability” a trusty and useful friend.

The Duchesse de Chiteauroux recognized the gravity
of the situation. Of the faction by whose aid she had
climbed to power there was but one person on whom she
could rely—the Maréchal de Richelieu. But with such an
ally, possessing a powerful artillery of craft and the
advantage of being first gentleman of the bedchamber to
the King, whose confidence he thus obtained and kept, the
mattresse en titve felt able to cope with her enemies. Con-
scious of the mistake she had made in leaving Versailles,
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she dared not rectify it by returning; that would be to
expose the King to the influence of Maurepas, which was
equivalent to her fall. So she resolved to remain with
him, come what may.

Louis had scarcely arrived at Dunkirk, when his atten-
tion was called to the critical state of affairs on'the
Rhenish frontier. Inflated with martial ardour by his
conquests in Flanders, he desired to repeat them in Alsace,
which the Austrians were invading. So he set out for
Metz with his mistresses. In the army, no doubt, if not in
the nation, indifference would have followed the indignation
caused by their presence at the seat of war, but for the
cynical indifference of Louis himself to scandal, which
stripped his journey across France of the last shred of
decency.

It was a royal debauch rather than a royal progress.
Wherever the King lodged there lodged Mesdames de
Chateauroux and Lauraguais. To keep him in good
humour they invented every kind of amusement for him.
Banquets, dances, and dramatic performances were the
order of the day. It was as if the pefifs soupers in the
petits appartements had followed the King to the wars!

At Rheims the sudden illness of Madame de Chéateauroux
caused the whole army to come to a halt. She declared
that she had deen poisoned by Maurepas, but she did not
derive the advantage she hoped from this shameless accus-
ation. Louis, to whom sickness was ever repulsive, telling
her that he would bury her magnificently if she died,
pushed on to Metz, bidding her follow him if she recovered !
His callous indifference effected a speedy cure, and she
lost no time in joining him again.

It was at Metz that the scandal was destined to reach
its dénouement. The good people of Metz were inclined to
be of the same temper as the good people of Lille. So
the King made a concession to virtue and lodged the
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Chateauroux and the Lauraguais in the Abbey of St.
Arnould, but had a long wooden gallery built to connect
the Abbey with his own lodgings, four streets away, and
which, to conciliate the scandalized inhabitants, the Prior
declared was “to enable His Majesty to go to mass the
more easily.”

Louis was, however, prevented from using this gallery for
one purpose or the other by an indigestion that ensued after
one of his petits soupers. Immediately, on the advice of
Richelieu, the two duchesses—Madame de Lauraguais also
was a duchess, an old and widowed duke of that name
having been pleased to gratify the mattresse en titve Dy
marrying her at the King’s request—left the Abbey and
established themselves in the royal chamber. And now
began the fiercest and most shameless intrigue of the ancien
végime.

The three confederates, whose fates hung on the life of
the King, refused to allow any one to approach him but the
doctors in their pay, who bled, purged, and vomited Louis
till they reduced him to the brink of the grave. Even then
the door was closed to the very Princes of the Blood. At
last Louis himself became alarmed, and demanded to see
his confessor. Forced to admit him, and fearing that he
would refuse the King absolution unless she was dismissed,
Madame de Chateauroux endeavoured to cajole the Jesuit
into consenting not to exact this condition. He, torn
between anxiety to please the cabal without and the
favourite within the sick chamber, finally withdrew without
confessing the King—“to reflect.”

But scarcely had he gone, when Louis groaned loud
enough to be heard in the antechamber, where the
indignant cabal was waiting, ravenous for the blood of the
haughty mistress—

“Bouillon! My Bouillon! And Father Pérusseau!
Quickly !”
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According to Richelieu, who was capable of seeing the
humour of the most serious situation, they “did not know
whether it was bouillon or the Duc de Bouillon, or both,
that he wanted.” But their perplexity was put at an end
by that peer of France himself rushing into the room. To
keep out the others was now impossible and in they came
—Maurepas and Fitz-James Bishop of Soissons at their
head, the princes, generals, ministers and Pérusseau closely
pressing behind.

Seeing the excitement of the crowd of courtiers who
gathered round him, Louis, thinking his last hour had
come, whimpered to be confessed. Hereupon the Bishop of
Soissons—a son, by the way, of James II’s famous Duke of
Berwick—sternly ordered the duchesses to leave the King.
On the advice of Richelieu they retired to an adjoining
room,

Suddenly Monsignor Fitz-James opened the door, and
standing on the threshold, his face red with anger, fulminated
as if he were pronouncing an excommunication—

“ The King commands you, mesdames, to withdraw from
here at once !”

Madame de Chateauroux, says Richelieu, gave the
Bishop a look full of contempt, while Madame de
Lauraguais, “who was always laughing,” made up a face
at the prelate. Compelled to obey, they contested every
inch of ground in their retreat. From the room adjoining
the sick room to which they had withdrawn, they now
returned to their quarters in the Abbey. But Fitz-James
held the winning trumps in this scandalous game of power.
The news Louss se meurt! cried through the streets of
Metz, had rekindled, as if by magic, the popularity of the
King. In the terror and uncertainty as to what would
happen if the King should die, his vices were forgotten and
forgiven in the recollection that he had left the delights of
Paris and Versailles to chase the Austrians out of France.
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Immense crowds at once rushed to the churches to offer
up prayers for his life. But the haughty Bishop of
Soissons declared that the doors of every church in Metz
should be closed while the duchesses remained in the
town.

This was equivalent to letting loose the mob on the
mistresses. Now thoroughly alarmed for their lives, the
sisters took refuge with the governor of Metz—DBelle-Isle.
Madame de Chateauroux and he had differed over the
conduct of the war ; the Duchess, in fact, had even gone to
the length of using her influence against him. But the
hero of the Retreat from Prague was a man too far above
the titled rabble of the Court to descend to their contempt-
ible level for his revenge. He rendered the wretched
women every assistance in his power., He lent them one
of his own carriages, in which, with the armorial bearings
painted out and the blinds lowered, they fled to a distant
chateay, the owner of which he had previously persuaded
to receive them.

Affairs having come to such a pass Richelieu found his
position of first gentleman of the bed-chamber untenable,
and exiled himself to Switzerland.

As for Maurepas, cynically satisfied with his triumph,
he left Fitz-James, Bishop of Soissons, whose ambition was
to be another Fleury to the new king, to empty the
remaining vials of his wrath on Louis. Nor did this
pompous and arrogant priest spare the dying sinner. For
Louis’ repentance he cared nothing. It was as a victim,
rather than as a penitent, that he regarded him, and lest
the King should escape the torments of the next world,
Fitz-James gave him a foretaste of them in this. Never
was the amende honorable to God, so often made by Louis
Quinze, more pitilessly exacted from him than now. For
Fitz-James was not content with a private confession, but
literally blackmailed his conscience-smitten victim into a



THE DUCHESSE DE CHATEAUROUX 37

public one as well by the threat of refusing him Extreme
Unction.

“ Messieurs, Princes of the Blood, and you great nobles,”
he thundered in his grandest and most pontifical manner
to the crowd of courtiers assembled round the royal bed,
“his Majesty charges us Bishop of Soissons to inform you
of his sincere repentance of the scandal he has caused in
living with the Duchesse de Chiteauroux, and asks pardon
for the same of God and man. He has learnt that she
is waiting not far off in the hope of recall and he has sent
to order her not to approach within fifty leagues of the
Court.”

“ And Madame de Lauraguais too,” murmured the King
on whom the fear of death and eternal damnation lay
heavy.

“He would give his kingdom to M. de Fitz-James, if he
asked for it,” whispered Bachelier to Barjac.

At the conclusion of this scene in which God was
profaned by prostituting the consolation of religion to the
basest ends, Soissons, followed by his acolytes, stalked out
of the room as if he had pronounced an excommunication
rather than an absolution.

The King thought to be dying was left to the care of
the nurses, while the generals and high officials prepared
to hail a new sovereign in the Dauphin who, with the
Queen and the Princesses, was now hastening to Metz.
But an Alsacian surgeon having obtained permission of
the physicians to administer a powerful emetic to the sick
man, with the most fortunate results, Louis rapidly began
to regain his health. This event, at once unexpected
and undesirable, occasioned Maurepas, Fitz-James and
Company the gravest anxiety. What if the King should
revenge himself for the humiliation to which they had
subjected him? Their fears, however, were somewhat
alleviated by his apparently sincere desire to be reconciled
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to his wife, whom he greeted with every mark of affection
and the most profuse apologies for the manner in which
he had neglected her.

But this chastened mood did not last long. Louis was
no sooner restored to health than he became more bored
than ever with the Queen, “with whom it was always Holy
Week.” To get rid of her he resumed the command of
his troops as soon as possible and had the satisfaction
of capturing Fribourg, which put an end to all further
danger from Austria.

The news of this last feat of arms, coupled with that
of his recovery and repentance, restored his popularity.
His return to Paris after the fall of Fribourg was made the
occasion of an unparalleled outburst of loyalty. It was now
that the title of Louis le Bien-aimé, Louis the Well-
Beloved, was bestowed on him. But the extreme irony
of such an epithet applied to such a king was utterly lost
on the multitudes who crowded round the carriage of the
returning conqueror and were so fascinated with their own
loyalty and his remarkable personal beauty—then at
thirty-four, in full bloom—that, according to Richelieu,
“they disdained to pick up the louis d'ors that the
equerries threw into their midst!”

Even the thick hide of Louis’ cynicism was pierced by
this reception.

«“What have I done?” he exclaimed, in unfeigned
astonishment, “that I should be so loved?”

On his restoration to health he had begun to repent his
repentance. After the capture of Fribourg he recalled
Richelieu. On the night of his triumphal return to Paris
he went in disguise to Madame de Chéteauroux.

By an ironical coincidence the day of her rehabilitation
was the day of her deepest shame. Drawn by an irre-
sistible desire to see once more the sovereign whose sceptre
she had wielded for a few sublime moments, Madame de
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Chiateauroux had ventured heavily veiled and on foot into
a thoroughfare along which Louis was to pass. Carried
away by the general excitement she had unconsciously
raised her veil as heapproached to see him the better. This
act of imprudence had betrayed her to the crowd. Reviled
and spat upon she had barely escaped with her life.

Louis, who took her completely by surprise, found her
prostrated with the terror and shame of this experience.
At such a moment he seemed to her agitated mind the
personification of all the humiliation she had suffered
through him. She taunted him with the insults to which
his abandonment had subjected her, and haughtily bade
him return to his palace and the sycophants who had
effected her fall. It seemed to him that he had never
desired her so much as now. He implored her pardon on
his knees, and reinstated her then and there in her former
position, with all its honours and emoluments. But she
would accept nothing, grant nothing, she told him, till he
had given her “the heads of her enemies.”

Louis Quinze was not revengeful by nature, but the
recollection of the humiliating manner in which his fears
had been exploited at Metz rankled. He could forgive
the penance which had deprived him of his mistress, but
he could not forgive the wounds his dignity had received
from the arrogant Bishop of Soissons, who not only
exacted the amende honorable in public, but “ had ordered
the demolition of the scandalous wooden gallery that
blocked four streets, which he purified with holy water
before restoring the traffic.” Conscious that the cabal
into whose hands he had fallen were capable of silencing
him by poison if he showed a disposition to be vindictive,
Louis had concealed his resentment. Subtle and treacher-
ous, as he had need to be in the atmosphere of subtlety
and treachery in which his life was passed, he bided his
time. This the splendid, popular ovation he had received
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that day assured him had come, and even before Madame
de Chateauroux had asked for the “head” of Fitz-James
the order exiling that prelate to his diocese, where he
compelled him to remain for the rest of his life, had been
signed.

Maurepas, however, had escaped the royal anger. He
alone had thought of the possibility of the King’s recovery
and had refrained from associating himself in any way with
Fitz-James’s profane farce. His “head,” then, Louis had
no desire to sacrifice.

“] will grant you everything you wish,” he told the
restored favourite, “ but you must not ask me to part with
Maurepas. He amuses me, and besides he makes the work
of the Navy so easy. Choose some other way of humili-
ating him.”

The beautiful duchess was too crafty to insist. Her
enemy could wait, she would not forget him.

«Well, then,” she said, “I demand that the Comte de
Maurepas write me in your behalf inviting me to return to
Court and bring me the letter in person.”

» To this petty and malicious revenge Louis consented.
But Maurepas was not the man to heed its sting. He
could swallow pride without its choking him, and he not
only wrote the letter recalling his enemy to Court and
brought it to her in person, as she desired, but submitted
to the “ Allez vous en!” with which, snatching it from his
hand, she drove him out of her presence like a dog.

Fate, however, gave him a grim revenge. The intense
excitement of all the incidents connected with her fall
and restoration proved too great a strain on Madame de
Chateauroux’s health, which had ever been delicate. Soon
after Maurepas had left her, and while she was preparing
to depart for Versailles, she was seized with violent pains
and a high fever. To proceed in such a state was out of
the question, so instead of going to Louis she went to
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bed, declaring, as she invariably did when taken ill, “that
Maurepas had poisoned her.”

In vain did they purge and vomit and bleed her ; in vain
did the King pray her to recover, and send “money to all
the churches in Versailles” ; in vain did her indomitable
will struggle against pain and fever, and vexation of spirit.
At length,convinced that she was dying, she in her turn made
the amende honorable to God, and having been confessed
and absolved, “expired in the arms of Madame de Mailly,
whom she had sent for to beseech her forgiveness.”

« She died,” says de Goncourt, “according to a wish she
had expressed as a child, on the day of the Conception of
the Virgin.”

Destiny granted this singular wish in a most ironical
manner, for during her death agony Madame de Lauraguais
gave birth to a daughter in the room above! Two days later
Madame de Chateauroux was buried in St. Sulpice, “an
hour before that usually appointed for burial, and with the
watch under arms to protect her coffin from the fury of the
populace.”

This death plunged the King once more into the deepest
grief. To his dead favourite he granted the “head of her
enemy,” which he had refused her when living, by banishing
Maurepas from Versailles, to which he was not permitted
to return till the next reign, thirty years later. For some
months after his loss Louis was a prey to morbid melan-
choly, till one day in the Forest of Sénart he happened to
meet Madame d’Etiolles—Marquise de Pompadour to be.

After that there was no longer any question of remem-
bering the Duchesse de Chateauroux.

Of these five sisters, whose careers are so closely bound
up in that of Louis Quinze, Mesdames de Lauraguais and
de Flavacourt failed to succumb to a tragic and premature
fate, as they failed to acquire the importance of the other
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three. They may, indeed, only be said to have come on
the scene between the acts. On the death of Madame de
Chéteauroux the Duchesse de Lauragualis lost all interest for
the King. She continued, however, for the rest of her life,
which was tolerably long, to enjoy a great place at Court,
owing chiefly to the friendship she formed with Madame
de Pompadour, over whom she acquired considerable
influence.

As for the beautiful Marquise de Flavacourt, whom
Nattier painted as Silence (his masterpiece) and Voltaire
extolled in verse, scandal having coupled her name with
the Xing’s, her husband, a fiery and jealous man,
threatened to shoot her if she dared to imitate the example
of her sisters. This threat produced so wholesome an
effect on Madame de Flavacourt that when Richelieu
offered to help her in her turn to become maitresse en titre
she declined on the ground that “she preferred the esteem
of her contemporaries ” !

She outlived most of them, and died in 1800 at the age
of eighty-five, owing her escape from the guillotine to a
bon 1not which she uttered during her interrogation at the
bar of the Revolutionary Tribunal.
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“In a twilight where virtues are vices,
In thy chapels, unknown of the sun,
To a tune that enthralls and entices,
They were wed, and the twain were as one.”
SWINBURNE’S Dolores.

EHRENGARD MELUSINA VON DER

SCHULENBURG, DUCHESS OF KENDAL
“THE MAYPOLE”

1667 ?—1743

I

A COURT more unlike Versailles than Herrenhausen, a
King more unlike Louis Quinze than George the First, or
a maityesse en titre more unlike the Chateauroux than her
Grace of Kendal, it is impossible to conceive.

There is something Maeterlinckian about that Court of
Hanover of George’s—a sense of vagueness, remoteness,
unreality, and mystery. The period seems vague and the
locality remote, as times and places always do in regions
where barbarism attempts to mimic the civilization which
it desires to assimilate. And the people, how strange they
seem—grotesque, Maeterlinckian people. They are like
corporeal passions rather than human beings. Conceive
them, if you can: the old Elector Ernest Augustus, proud,
choleric, cruel, grasping, adulterous; the old Electress
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Sophia, haughty and condescending, clever, dissimulating,
unbelieving, philosophizing, and for ever dreaming of
ascending the throne of England, if and if and if——! the
Medea-like Countess von Platen, most ferocious and
infamous of maftresses en titre ; the ignorant, selfish, sullen,
unprepossessing, licentious young prince, George; his
beautiful, high-spirited, ill-treated, disillusioned, desperate
young wife, Sophia Dorothea; and her fascinating and
fatal lover, Konigsmarck. Did you wish a subject for a
drama you have one here to hand in this Gothic Court,
whose fiercely-clashing passions make the shedding of
blood inevitable and foreshadow the tragedy to which they
are drifting.

You know the story—who does not ?—of the * mysterious
disappearance ” of Konigsmarck—how at midnight, on
leaving the apartment of the Princess, who has consented
to flee with him the next day, he is suddenly attacked and
hacked to pieces outside her door by the assassins of the
terrible Platen, whose love he had spurned ; how, as he falls,
being a chivalrous villain, he cried, “The Princess is
innocent ! ” though her kisses were still warm upon his lips;
how the Platen, coming out from some corner where she
had been concealed with the old Elector, taunted her
victim as he lay gasping out his life ; how he cursed her
with his dying breath ; how, stung to fury, she stamped his
mouth to silence with her heel; and how to save the
Electoral honour the corpse of the murdered man was
walled up in a fire-place!

There is more than one version of this “mystery,” but
they all agree in the main, and this being the most dramatic
and most probable is the most popular. Nor was the fate
of the Princess less tragic. You remember she was torn
from her children and, vainly protesting and pleading,
sealed up in the flower of her youth and beauty in a lonely
castle for the rest of her life—thirty-two long years.
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And the curtain having fallen on this nightmare tragedy,
how grotesque is the scene when it risesagain. The proud
and cruel old Elector and his monstrous mistress are dead
now, but the dissimulating and dreaming old Electress still
lives, kept alive by her dream. Was there ever a dream
less likely to be realized than hers? And yetshe all but
realizes it! Though fifzy-six times removed from the
succession to that throne of which she has dreamed so long;,
she at last finds herself by one of the romantic miracles of
destiny on its very steps. Then, as if to help her tottering
feet to mount them, fate sweeps away one by one the
encumbering and numerous progeny of the dying queen
whose place she covets, only to strike her dead just as her
dream comes true !

And while she dreams and schemes the young, ignorant,
coarse, sullen, selfish, licentious Prince turnsinto a middle-
aged, grotesque Elector with an abnormal lust for hideous
women, with two of whom and two Turkish slaves, trophies
of some forgotten battle, he passes his time contentedly,
undisturbed by any thought of his guilty wife, who is
storming out her life in her living tomb. Till behold!
Caprice with magic wand alights on this strange scene and
changes Herrenhausen into St. James’s, with romantic
Jacobite risings thundering in the air, mingled with the
thud of proud and handsome heads falling from young
and shapely necks, while in some mad moment virtue
with the aid of vice blows the shimmering South Sca
Bubble !

Is it not all like some weird dream ? Surely those times
never really existed? Was there ever really a fourteenth-
century Florentine tragedy at Hanover; or a King of
England who could not speak English, whom the English
would have instead of a fascinating Stuart prince who
could; or a splendid South Sea Bubble ; or Turkish slaves
selling offices at St. James’s; or hideous old hags from
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Germany getting themselves made countesses and duchesses
in England?

But if it should all be true, what in the name of wonder
is George the First doing in such a galdre of romance?
Perhaps, if Vandyke had never painted those exquisite
portraits of King Charles, the “Martyr King” might not
seem so romantic to us as he does. But George had no
Vandyke to idealize him, or no Cromwell to immortalize
him by cutting off his head ; nor if he had would it have
made much difference. Nevertheless, though the least
picturesque of kings, his claim to impress the imagination
is scarcely less inferior to that of the most romantic of
sovereigns, He is like one of those pictures of the Impres-
sionist school, at which the longer you gaze the more you
discover in it—an Impressionist picture superbly framed.

II

THE origin of the family of Schulenburg was literally
lost in the mists of German history. When it first emerges
from that hyperborean darkness it appears to have possessed
the enormous number of quarterings that were considered
the sine gua non of nobility. In a short time it became so
prolific that the trunk of its genealogical tree cleft itself
into two gigantic and umbrageous branches, known as
the “Black” and the “ White” von der Schulenburgs. It
was to the latter and younger line that Ehrengard Melusina
belonged.

Time had made this family very illustrious, and it was
the proud boast of the Schulenburgs that they had provided
the Holy Roman Empire with “four marshals, twenty-five
generals, six ministers, and four bishops.” The name was,
however, scarcely known outside Germany till the laurels
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won by Johann Mathias, Ehrengard Melusina’s brother,
gave it a European reputation.

I am afraid that Herr Dryasdust is the only person who
still remembers him, but in his own day Count johann
Mathias von der Schulenburg was a very conspicuous
figure. Like most soldiers of fortune, his life was a
romance. What he didn’t know about war and the world
wasn’t worth knowing. He began his military career as a
boy in the service of the Emperor, but after he had fought
in seven campaigns against the Turks the spirit of adven-
ture induced him to quit the imperial service for that of
the Duke of Savoy, which in turn, after a time, he
abandoned for that of the King of Poland, who was also
Elector of Saxony—the famous Augustus the Strong, the
« Saxon man of sin,” as Carlyle called him.

It was now that Johann Mathias first began to dis-
tinguish himself as a strategist. The reputation he acquired
in the wars of the Poles against Charles the Twelfth of
Sweden was further enhanced in the War of the Spanish
Succession, when he once more returned to the imperial
service. The manner in which he handled the forty
German battalions he commanded at Malplaquet excited
the admiration of Marlborough, who expressed the highest
opinion of his talents. After the Peace of Utrecht the
Emperor covered him with dignities, but a sinecure at the
Court of Vienna had no charm for a man of his restless
spirit. Chafing for action, he offered his sword to the
Republic of Venice, whose eternal enmity with the Turks
kept her constantly at war. His heroic and brilliant
defence of Corfu won him the undying gratitude of the
Venetians, who, contrary to their custom with mercenaries,
entreated him to become commander-in-chief of their
armies. He readily accepted an invitation at once so
flattering to his pride and so tempting to his temperament,
and having been naturalized as a citizen of the Republic, he
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died in its service thirty-two years later in 1747 at the age
of eighty-six.

But though the Schulenburgs were so distinguished they
were very poor. Their marshals, generals, ministers, and
bishops had a happy faculty of spending as they went the
fortunes they made, and never had any money to give or
bequeath to their numerous relations. They could, how-
ever, always find employment suited to their rank to
relieve their needs at one or other of the German Courts.
Thus Ehrengard Melusina, when sixteen or seventeen, like
her famous brother before her, had bidden farewell to the
dilapidated ancestral castle at Emden in Saxony, where
she was born, and departed for the Court of Herrenhausen,
at which the Schulenburg influence had obtained for her
the post of maid-of-honour to the Electress Sophia.

George, who had just made his ill-starred marriage with
Sophia Dorothea of Zell, no sooner beheld her than he
straightway fell head over ears in love with her. The
openness with which he proceeded to indulge his passion
did not in the least shock the Electoral Court, where morals,
if they ever existed, had become brazened by the example
of the intrigues of Ernest Augustus with the infamous
Platen. Even the indignation that might have been ex-
pected of the Electress Sophia, who was far superior to
her surroundings, merely expressed itself in out-spoken
contempt of her son’s utter lack of taste in his choice.

“Look at that mawkin,” she exclaimed scornfully to the
Countess of Suffolk, when that lady was once visiting
Herrenhausen, indicating her maid-of-honour, who was
standing behind her chair, “and think of her being my son’s
mistress ! ”

And Lady Suffolk, covered with confusion, which, how-
ever, quickly vanished when she remembered that the
“mawkin” did not understand English, glanced up and
looked at the singularly tall, gaunt, and particularly ugly
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creature, who, as Horace Walpole more politely declared
at a later period, was “ by no means an inviting object.”

Every eye, however, they say, forms its own idea of
beauty, and George’s no doubt discovered charms in the
gaunt giantess that others were unable to perceive. His
devotion continued, and the only concession that was ever
made to appearances either by him or “ Mademoiselle de
Schulenburg,” as Ehrengard Melusina was always called at
French-speaking Herrenhausen, was their decision that the
two daughters she gave birth to should be known as her
“ nieces ”"—a ridiculous fiction that deceived nobody.

As it was not, however, in George’s nature to be constant,
Ehrengard Melusina was obliged to share her lover with
others, which she did with an apparently placid indifference.
Her most formidable rival was the Baroness von Kielman-
segg, the wife of the master of the horse at the Electoral
Court. ‘This lady was commonly reported and believed to
be the daughter of Ernest Augustus and the Countess von
Platen, and consequently a sister de la main gaucke of
George. The relationship by no means prevented her
mother, as to whom at least there was never any doubt,
from bringing her to Herrenhausen when she grew up for
the express purpose of captivating her brother. Such
nightmare morals were entirely in keeping with the
characters of all concerned, and quite common in the semi-
civilized Courts of the Holy Roman Empire. George had
succumbed, as the terrible Countess von Platen meant him
to, and the result of this monstrous intrigue was a daughter
who in later years became the mother, in lawful wedlock,
of the celebrated Admiral Howe.

As a concession to appearances, to which she never after-
wards gave the slightest thought, Madame de Kielmansegg
had married the man by whose name she was known in
order to provide her child with a legitimate father. Shortly
after this event she had inherited a large fortune from her
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mother—whom the good people that have regretful doubts
as to the existence of hell may be relieved to learn suffered
the tortures of the damned in this world before departing
for the next by dying blind and haunted by the ghost of
Konigsmarck. But Madame de Kielmansegg soon dissi-
pated her inheritance in reckless extravagance, which,
coupled with numerousindiscretions, had so offended George
that he relegated her to the second place in his esteem
and returned to his former allegiance to Mademoiselle de
Schulenburg, who was generally regarded as the Sultana
Validé of the Electoral seraglio.

Ehrengard Melusina had passed nearly thirty years in
this way when an event destined to change the whole course
of her life occurred in England. This was the death on the
1st of August, 1714, of Queen Anne, who had scarcely
breathed her last when the Privy Council, in accordance
with the terms of the Statute of 1705, met immediately and
commanded the persons named in the Statute as Lords
Justices to issue a proclamation declaring that “the high
and mighty prince, George, Elector of Hanover, had become
our rightful and liege lord, King of Great Britain, France,
and Ireland.”

The swiftness with which the Privy Council had acted
utterly confounded the Jacobite leaders, Bolingbroke and
Atterbury, who, instead of boldly supporting the claims of
the Pretender, wasted precious time in futile intrigues.
Multitudes crowded round the heralds as they proclaimed
the foreign king. Not a voice of protest was raised. Parlia-
ment assembled at once, and the Peers and Commons sent
congratulations to the new sovereign upon his happy and
peaceable accession to the throne, beseeching him to confer
upon his kingdom the blessing of his royal presence as soon
as possible. The funds, too, expressed their sympathy by
rising seven points.

A week later, on the 6th of August, the envoys from
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England arrived at Herrenhausen. Their news, which
would have transported any other prince with delight, was
received by the phlegmatic George with indifference, if not
regret. Indeed, it seemed doubtful at first if he would
accept the throne that was offered him at all.

Lockier, the Dean of Peterborough, who knew him well,
says that “had there been strong opposition in England to
him, he would not have stirred a foot. For the family did
not expect the crown; at least nobody in it but the old
Electress Sophia.”

The fact was that he was perfectly content with being
the Elector of Hanover, and he could not imagine a place
where he could possibly be happier than in his beloved
Herrenhausen. It took the English envoys, with the aid
of the rapacity suddenly awakened in the Electoral Court,
three weeks to prevail upon him to set out for his kingdom.

Ehrengard Melusina was even more strongly averse than
George to the idea of leaving Hanover. His objections
were based on a combination of sluggishness and selfish-
ness, hers on selfishness and fear. At forty-eight—the age
to which she owned, though perhaps fifty-six, as some
declare, would be nearer the truth, but it really doesn’t
matter—she not unnaturally preferred the ills she knew to
those of which she had had no experience. She knew
exactly what to expect of life at Herrenhausen, where she
was quite content with her position and—strange as it may
seem considering the rapacity she afterwards developed—
her pension, which, though extremely small, was quite
sufficient for her needs in so frugal a Court. Moreover,
she disliked the English in spite of, or perhaps on account
of, the extravagant encomiums that she had heard ever-
lastingly lavished upon them all her life by the Electress
Sophia.

According to Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, however,
her objections were chiefly inspired by her fears of the
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people of England, “who,” she thought, “ were accustomed
to use their kings barbarously, and might chop off George’s
head in the first fortnight,” which made her dread being
involved in his ruin. In this respect her fears were not
altogether unjustified, for in no country in Europe, unless
it were Turkey, was head-chopping so common as in
England. Woe betide the man who fell into the power
of his political opponents in those days! Unless he could
escape from the country he was generally obliged to face
the axe; while the hangman’s rope was ever ready to
relieve the tax-payer of the burden of contributing to
support the existence of meaner offenders against the
law.

George himself, on a visit he paid to England in his
youth, had had evidence of his subjects’ fondness for
decapitation.

« They cut off the head of Lord Stafford yesterday,” he
wrote home to his mother in his phlegmatic way, “and
made no more fuss about it than if they had chopped off
the head of a pullet.”

When her Electoral lover, in spite of all her remon-
strances, finally made up his mind to depart, Ehrengard
Melusina tried to restrain him by inspiring him with fear of
a similar fate. But when George once made up his mind,
he was not the man to change it. Fear, which, like all his
race, he completely lacked, was the last thing to appeal to.

“Oh,” he replied sardonically, “ I have nothing to fear,
for the king-killers are all my friends.”

So, on the 31st of August, after a delay of three weeks,
bidding a tearful farewell to his loyal Hanoverians, who
ran after his coach imploring him not to forsake them, he
set out for England, accompanied by his ministers, servants,
and two Turkish slaves, trophies of some forgotten battle
of his youth when he helped Sobieski to save Vienna from
the infidels.
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Ehrengard Melusina, piqued to find her powers of per-
suasion ineffectual, remained behind, and, for a spinster of
forty-eight, behaved in the most preposterous way, running
about the gardens of Herrenhausen embracing the linden-
trees, clinging to the marble statues, and declaring that she,
at all events, would never desert so cherished a spot.

Madame de Kielmansegg, on the contrary, had no objec-
tions whatever to quitting Hanover, where her debts, which
George utterly refused to pay, had long made her life
insupportable. Mortified by the loss of her supremacy, she
had ever since been seeking vainly to recover it, and
believing that Ehrengard Melusina’s refusal to go to
England gave her the opportunity she desired, “she dis-
guised herself”—a difficult thing to do, one would think,
considering she was as corpulent as the other was lean—in
order to escape her creditors, who would have prevented
her departure had they suspected her intention, and posted
after George.

Madame de Kielmansegg at this time owned to forty,
and all trace of the beauty and “fascination of no mean
order,” which Lady Mary Wortley Montagu says she
possessed in her youth, had long since vanished. Time
and dissipation had made her even more hideous than the
rival she hoped to supplant. According to Horace Walpole,
who as a child was terrified at the mere sight of her, she
had “two fierce black eyes, large and rolling, beneath two
lofty arched eyebrows, two acres of cheeks spread with
crimson ; an ocean of neck that overflowed, and was not
distinguished from the lower part of her body, and no part
of it restrained by stays. No wonder that a child dreaded
such an ogress !”

George, however, overtaken by this monster as he was
slowly journeying towards England and despondently
wondering “how he was going to pass the lonely winter
evenings at St. James’s ” without the society of his abnormal
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favourites, received the proof of her devotion with every
mark of gratitude, and a seat was at once provided for her
in his coach.

But the news of her rival’s departure and reception was
no sooner broken to Ehrengard Melusina than her jealousy
overcame all other considerations. Instantly packing her
trunks, and accompanied by her “nieces,” she too posted
after George. As he travelled as slowly as it had taken
him to make up his mind to travel at all, she managed to
overtake him just as he was about to embark for England.
Her reception was no less cordial than Madame de Kiel-
mansegg’s had been, and on the 20th of September, three
weeks after leaving Herrenhausen, and nearly two months
after the death of Queen Anne, George arrived at Green-
wich with the most grotesque crew of adventurers in his
train that ever landed on these shores.

Accustomed by the Stuarts to expect a certain air of
dash and dignity in their kings—of which the tradition had
been maintained by William of Orange—the multitudes
who watched the state entry of the Hanoverian into
London were disgusted to behold a little old man of fifty-
five, of so insignificant and unprepossessing an appearance
as to rob him at once of popularity. Had he come with
alacrity on the death of the late Queen and shown any
disposition to win the regard of his subjects, it is possible
that they might have found excuses for the defects of his
personal appearance. But when to an utter lack of king-
liness was added his delay in coming to receive so splendid
a crown, which seemed almost tantamount to contempt,
even the most indifferent were offended.

The popular disgust was still further accentuated by
the report that he neither spoke nor desired to learn the
language of his subjects. Nor did the people in his train
tend to soften this bitter impression. At the sight of his
hideous mistresses—whose ludicrous contrast at once in-



THE BARONESS VON KIELMANSEGG, COUNTESS OF DARLINGTON

[Reproduced for the first time by the courtesy of Count Alexander von Kielmansegg,
from the povtrait by Sir Godfrey Kneller in his possession)

See Preface







DUCHESS OF KENDAL i

spired the coarse and ready wit of the mob to bestow on
the lean Schulenburg the name of the “Maypole,” and on
the fat Kielmansegg that of the “ Elephant "—at the sight
of his strange, horrific-looking Turks, and uncouth horde
of German officials and menials, it is not surprising that
the public should have believed they had only come to the
country to plunder it.

What George said, or thought, when he saw the anger
on the faces of his new subjects, and heard the mockery
with which his Turks and his mistresses were greeted is not
related. But Ehrengard Melusina, emboldened by the
sight of the protecting bayonets of the soldiers who lined
the streets through which she passed, leant out of the
window of her coach and exclaimed in the broken English
she had picked up in waiting upon the Electress Sophia—

“Goot peoples, vy you abuse us; ve only gom for all
your goots.”

« And for all our chattels, too, damn you!” retorted a
fellow in the crowd.

Whereupon so significant a laugh translated his words,
the sense of which might otherwise have been lost to her,
that the “ Maypole ”” quickly withdrew her gigantic skeleton
form and Jezebel face from view, and was never afterwards
known to address the British Public.

111

THE unpopularity of the foreign king, fanned by the
followers of the Pretender, soon burst into a Jacobite
rebellion in which for the moment all the fears of Ehrengard
Melusina seemed likely to be realized. 1In 1715, when the
« Chevalier de St. George *—(how picturesque these Stuarts
were even in the choice of an incognito!)—landed in
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Scotland, there was every likelihood that the horde of
Hanoverian invaders would return to Herrenhausen, if they
got out of the country alive, much quicker than they came.
Jacobites were to be found everywhere—in camp, court,
and parliament ; on the bench and in the pulpit; in every
county, parish, street, and coffee-house. But though their
sympathy with the fascinating and treacherous race of
Stuart was unmistakable and their numbers probably far in
excess of the Whigs, the latter had at their command, as the
French Ambassador wrote his master, “the longest purses,
the best swords, the ablest brains, and the handsomest
women.” In a word, in an age of corruption such as has
never been known in England, the very enthusiasm of the
Jacobites was purchasable, It was not because their con-
victions lacked courage that their cause failed, but because
their courage lacked convictions. They merely contented
themselves with noisily expressing their sentimental loyalty
to “King James,” whereby the English people were
enabled to gratify their passion for head-chopping at
the expense of a few reckless and chivalrous survivals
from the days of knighthood. O Derwentwater, beautiful
and brave !

Talking of the “ Fifteen,” nothing is more ludicrous than
the self-satisfied, sanctimonious air thatall historians—1I have
never yet come across an exception—assume when they
declare that we owe the political and religious liberty
we enjoy to-day to George the First and the Whigs
becanse they saved England from absolutism and priest-
craft. It would be interesting to trace the origin of this
assertion, which is so manifestly superficial as scarcely to
need refutation. I fancy it must have first been uttered
by sycophancy, whose voice is particularly persuasive to
cant, by which it has ever since been persistently echoed,
until, like an oft-repeated lie, it has come to be believed.
Supposing, however, that the Old Pretender Zad succeeded
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in 1715 in inflicting absolutism and the Popery on
England. Do you think, judging from what you know
of the English character, the evil would have been any
heavier to bear than the “liberal ” despotism of the haughty
Whig oligarchy which so long ruled England as if it were
a sort of Venice with a German prince as Doge? Or can
you imagine that the dreaded Roman priestcraft would
have been any more bigoted than that of the Protestant
and Agnostic cant under which so many characters have
been dwarfed, so many hearts broken, and so much intellect
insulted in “free” England? Or again, granting all the
worst evils of a Stuart restoration, can you doubt that the
example of the great French Revolution would not have
freed us in England as well as the rest of Europe? Asa
matter of fact George the First and the Whigs, in my humble
opinion, rezarded our liberties. Had a Stuart been on the
English throne in 1789 we should, like the French, have got
what we enjoy to-day one hundred years sooner.

Mazs, revenons. George, having faced and survived the
dangers of 1715 with a contemptuous coolness that seemed
to turn his very courage, of which there never was a
question, into an insult, continued to be unpopular, Con-
spiracies to dethrone him were constantly in the air. After
the “Fifteen” came the Atterbury Plot. For all his
stubbornness and courage he never knew but that some
day he might be compelled to abdicate. Consequently, in
such an atmosphere of insecurity, and with Whigs buying
and Jacobites selling honour, principles, convictions, what
wonder that the Germans in his train, whom interest
alone had brought to England, should make hay while the
sun shone? George himself set the example, and gave
every encouragement to rapacity.

Gifted with a fine sardonic cunning, he let it be seen from
the very start that he intended to do as he pleased, at the
expense of the kingdom in general and the Whigs in
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particular. On arriving in England he confessed frankly
that he knew very little of the Constitution of the country,
but he added significantly, “I intend to put myself entirely
in the hands of my ministers, for they will be completely
answerable for everything I do.”

Equally significant was his reply to some great Whig
lord who asked him shortly after his coronation what he
thought of England.

« It isa very odd country,” he said in his German-French.
« The first morning after my arrival at St. James’s I looked
out of the window and saw a park with walls and a canal
which they told me were mzme. The next day Lord
Chetwynd, the ranger of mzy park, sent me a brace of fine
carp out of my canal, and I was told I must give five
guineas to his servant for bringing me sy 0wz carp out of
my own canal in my owon park!”

Accustomed to be absolute master in his Electorate, it
was difficult to explain to him that in England the pro-
prietary rights of the sovereign were nominal. He enlarged
Kensington Gardens at the expense of Hyde Park ; talked
of turning St. James’s Park into a kitchen-garden ; and as
if this were not enough to exasperate the people, he showed
his utter contempt for their representatives by demanding
an increase in his Civil List of £500,000. To refuse was
impossible without giving the Stuarts another chance.
Moreover, George was himself something of a Jacobite, and
though it was his intention to remain King of England
if he could, he was none the less ready to go with a
good grace if he was turned out, as he expected to be.
With such a man there was nothing to be done, then, save
to let him have his way.

“ Never mind,” he said to an honest German cook who
complained of the extravagance in the royal kitchen, so
very different from the economy practised in the Electoral
one, “England will bear the expense, so steal like the
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rest ; and,” he added with a laugh, “be sure you take
enough.”

And take enough and more than enough you may be
sure they did. The Hanoverian ministers Bothmar,
Bernsdorf, and Robethon not only made fortunes by
acting as political go-betweens, but the two former aspired
to seats in the House of Lords; Robethon more humbly
seeking a baronetcy. Mustapha and Mahomet, the Turkish
slaves, were made pages of the back-stairs, posts in which
they served George at St. James’s as Bachelier and Barjac
served Fleury at Versailles, and did as well a thriving
trade on their own account by the sale of petty offices.
While as for the mistresses, not even the women of the
Restoration had more ravenous appetites. They devoured
anything and everything indiscriminately—titles, pensions,
bribes, monopolies—treating England as “a land of promise
to be made the most of while it lasted.” It was utterly
useless for Sir Robert Walpole, himself corrupt, to protest
to the King against this demoralizing rapacity.

“ I suppose yox too are paid,” was all the answer George
deigned him.

But the rapacious corruption of the Hanoverians dwindled
to insignificance beside that of Ehrengard Melusina’s.
The inordinate greed she now evinced was a striking
contrast to the placid contentment in which she had
passed her life at the frugal Court of Hanover, where,
according to Tolland, George, like a bor bourgeois, “ had
been wont to keep a strict account of the Electoral expenses,
which he defrayed in person on Saturday nights.” Nothing
was more fantastic in the complete transformation which
was now effected in the character of this hitherto unassum-
ing and colourless spinster than the pomp she gave to her
avarice. (George having become a British king she deter-
mined to become a British peeress. As the first step in this

direction it was necessary that she should be naturalized,
6
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and her impatience being unable to support the tedium and
delay of the legal requirement usual in such cases she
purchased an Act of Parliament to this end.

Since, however, one patent of nobility seemed to her
incompatible with the dignity of a family which had
furnished so many marshals, generals, ministers and bishops
as the Schulenburgs, the pride of Ehrengard Melusina
demanded as many patents of nobility as there were
degrees of rank in the peerage. It was an old tradition
at the Court of St. James that Ireland should always be
plundered before England, so to conform as far as possible
to this custom of which he saw the advantages, and at the
same time to gratify the favourite companion of his long
winter evenings, George determined to foist her upon the
peerage of Ireland. Ehrengard Melusina von der Schulen-
burg thus became Baroness of Dundalk, Countess and
Marchioness of Dungannon, and Duchess of Munster.

The vanity of the newly-created Irish peeress, however,
was only whetted by these high-sounding dignities. Title-
hunting developed into a passion with her, and she set
about collecting coronets as one would collect pictures, or
books, or gems. Soon to her four Irish patents of nobility,
George, with his customary indifference to public opinion,
was persuaded to add three English ones, and Ehrengard
Melusina was created Baroness of Glastonbury, Countess
of Feversham, and Duchess of Kendal in the peerage of
England. But even with this dazzling string of titles
which rivalled those of a Spanish Don, she was not content.
Her collection still lacked a princely diadem, and as this
was not to be procured in the British peerage, she sought
it in the Holy Roman Empire. So to please the Elector
of Hanover, who as King of Great Britain had become a
person of the first consequence, the Emperor created her
Princess of Eberstein.

It was, however, by the ducal title of Kendal, which had
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hitherto never been conferred on any one save royalty, that
she elected to be known. In this connection there is a
certain satirical humour in the arms with which she was
furnished by the College of Heralds. In Doyle’s Official
Baronage they are described as containing a “lamb passant,”
a “lion rampant, imperially crowned,” and “two wild men
all proper and each wreathed about the middle.”

Of course, the modest stipend on which Mademoiselle
de Schulenburg had subsisted without complaint would
not suffice for the state that the Duchess of Kendal and
Munster, Princess of Eberstein desired to maintain. Since
her titles were quite devoid of the territorial cackez which
gives to rank its particular dignity and splendour, her
Grace was obliged to compensate herself for the acres she
lacked by seeking her ducal revenue elsewhere. Conse-
quently George was.appealed to for the requisite income,
and he came to the assistance of his favourite with a
generosity typical of his conduct to his compatriots in the
altered circumstances of his life. By royal command a
pension of £7,500 per annum was settled on the Duchess,
“the same to be payed out of the English Treasury.”
And, if this sum should prove inadequate, the King gave
her to understand that she was at perfect fiberty to procure
whatever she required by the exploitation of the private
sources in which it was sure to be found.

With such encouragement it may be taken for granted
that her Grace lost no time in obtaining an income suitable
to her rank. Since opportunities of enriching herself were
constantly offered her, none of which she let slip, she soon
made an enormous fortune. One of these opportunities
occurred when the Duke of Somerset resigned the post of
the Master of the Horse, whereupon she prevailed upon
the King, instead of filling it, to leave it vacant and confer
the salary upon her. But to enumerate the number and
extent of her resources would be impossible. The chief
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and most lucrative was her influence over the King.
Quickly discovering that there was a market for the favour
she enjoyed, she established a business, so to speak, for
the sale of it, even, says Etough, “employing brokers to
hawk state appointments.” She sold everything that was
saleable ; and, according to Walpole, “would have sold
even the King’s honour at a shilling advance to the best
bidder.”

As an instance of her enterprise, she invested a bribe
paid her by Lord Sunderland in the famous monopoly to
supply Ireland with copper coin, which she resold at a
profit to Woods. Being shrewd enough to realize the
advantage of giving full value for what she sold, the
volume of the trade she did was constantly on the increase.
Throughout the whole of George’s reign she never had a
bad year. Among her most profitable customers was the
family of Bolingbroke, who had been obliged to flee the
country in the Jacobite rebellion of 1715. From his father,
who desired to be created a viscount, she received 45,000
to this end ; and he also paid her £4,000 fora two lives’
tenure of a post in the Customs worth £1,200 a year.
While the Marquise de la Vilette, the rich French widow
whom Bolingbroke married in exile, paid her the monster
bribe of £11,000 to obtain his pardon of the King, by
which he was enabled to return and settle in England!

But though scrupulous in fulfilling her engagements, she
had not the least scruple as to how she made money.
Finding that the supply of the commodity in which she
trafficked was not exhausted by home consumption, the
enterprising spirit of avarice with which she was possessed
caused her to seek foreign markets, where, as there is
always a demand for what she had to sell, she quickly
found purchasers.

The French Ambassador in a dispatch to Louis Quinze
wrote :—“ The Duchess of Kendal has sent me word that
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she desired my friendship, and that I should place confi-
dence in her. Being convinced that it is highly essential
to the advantage of your Majesty’s service to be on good
terms with her, I assured her that I would do everything
in my power to merit her esteem and friendship. I am
convinced that she may be advantageously employed, and
that it will be necessary to employ her, though,” he added
with true diplomatic cunning, “I will not trust her more
than is absolutely necessary.”

The business proposals of her Grace, as the Ambassador’s
letter may virtually be considered to be, were at once
accepted by the French King, who wrote, “that since there
is no room to doubt the Duchess of Kendal’s ascendency
over the King of Great Britain, you will neglect nothing to
acquire a share of her confidence.”

It would be interesting to know just what her Grace
received from this contraband trade in state secrets. Per-
haps the vouchers exist in some forgotten pigeon-hole of
the French Archives and investigation may some day bring
them to light. The Duchess herself was too wise to keep
any record of such transactions, and so secretly were they
carried on it is doubtful if their existence at the time was
even suspected. This was probably due to the fact that
the friendly relations between France and England, whose
interests during the whole of George’s reign were for the
most part identical, rendered the services of the Duchess
superfluous, the money she received from the French Court
being rather in the nature of a retaining fee, so to speak.

It was not only with France, however, that she did
business abroad. The instinct of race—for one can scarcely
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