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About the Book

Lucie de la Tour du Pin was the Pepys of her generation.

She witnessed, participated in, and wrote diaries detailing

one of the most tumultuous periods of history. From life in

the Court of Versailles, through the French Revolution to

Napoleon’s rule, Lucie survived extraordinary times with

great spirit. She recorded people, politics and intrigue,

alongside the intriguing minutia of everyday life: food,

work, illness, children, manners and clothes.

Caroline Moorehead’s richly novelistic biography sets Lucy

and her dairies in their wider context, illuminating a

remarkable period of history.
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‘A rich and satisfying book which not only adds to our

appreciation of Madame de la Tour du Pin’s story but

brings the whole tumultuous period and its characters to

life’

Spectator

‘Beautifully composed’

Daily Express

‘A gripping story of an extraordinary life’

Literary Review

‘Moorehead has an eye for the detail … The book sparkles

with gems about life at the court of Marie-Antoinette’

Herald

‘[A] romantic adventure, staged in colourful historical

settings’

Times Literary Supplement

‘[A] comprehensive and absorbing biography’

Independent

‘The attraction of Moorehead’s biography lies in her

seamless fusion of Lucie’s warm subjectivity with a broad

historical canvas of bitter turmoil’

Irish Times
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Foreword

On 1 January 1820, shortly before her 50th birthday, Lucie

Dillon, Marquise de la Tour du Pin, decided that the

moment had come to write her memoirs. Until that day, she

had never written anything but letters ‘to those I love’. ‘Let

me take advantage,’ she wrote, ‘of the warmth that is still

in me to tell something of a troubled and restless life, in

which the unhappinesses were caused less, perhaps, by the

events known to all the world, than by secret griefs known

only to God.’

So saying, Lucie sat down and began writing what would

be one of the finest memoirs of the age, full of humour and

shrewdness and affection. She wrote boldly and

dispassionately, for there was nothing retiring or falsely

modest in her character and she had much to say. It was,

she had decided, to be a diary, for her son and

grandchildren, for she had no plans for publication, either

before or after her death. And it was as a diary that she

wrote it, simply and without artifice, describing precisely

what she saw and heard, not only of her own extraordinary

life, but the exceptionally turbulent period of French

history that she lived through. She wrote about domestic

matters and affairs of state, about personal tragedies and

public mayhem, with optimism and robustness – despite the

secret griefs – and a mixture of innocence and

knowingness, which makes her voice very much her own.



When her memoir was finally published, 50 years after

her death, it was immediately recognised as a faithful

testimony to a lost age. Never out of print since then, it has

provided countless scholars with detailed, vivid

information, made all the more remarkable by the fact that,

for most of her very long life, she happened to be precisely

where the transforming events of her time were taking

place. But her many letters – which have never been

published, and which cover the 40 years of her life that

followed the events described in the memoirs – are just as

remarkable. In some ways, they are even more so, for they

show a woman without guile or malice yet possessed of

considerable shrewdness about the workings of the world.

Born in Paris in 1770 in the dying days of the ancien

régime, into a family of liberal aristocrats with many links

to Versailles and the court of Louis XVI and Marie

Antoinette, she survived the French Revolution, which saw

many of her family and friends die or lose all they

possessed. Escaping to America, she and her husband

bought a farm and became increasingly concerned about

the injustices of slavery. Later she lived through the eras of

Napoleon and the restoration of the French kings, Louis

XVIII, Charles X and Louis-Philippe. At the time of her

death in 1853 Napoleon III had just ascended the throne.

Almost nothing of the world into which she was born

remained, neither the grandeur, nor the idea of absolute

monarchy, nor the privileges; but she herself was singularly

unchanged.

Because of her parents, she grew up at the court of

Marie Antoinette, but it was a court riven by corruption,

vendettas and profligacy. Because of who she became, her

friends included Talleyrand, Wellington, Mme de Staël,

Lafayette and Josephine Bonaparte – many of whom left

descriptions of her. Because of who she married – Frédéric

de la Tour du Pin was a soldier, administrator and diplomat

– she saw the Terror unfold in Paris and Bordeaux, attended



on Napoleon and Josephine, was in Brussels during the

Battle of Waterloo and observed the early days of Italy’s

unification. Along with a taste for hard work, she possessed

a natural curiosity, an enormous need to understand and to

remember, not only the grandeur and the politics, but the

ordinary everyday events, the food, the clothes, the

expressions on people’s faces. It made her a formidable

witness.

Unremittingly tough on herself, she was extremely

demanding of others; but she had a shrewd and self-

mocking sense of humour and she possessed a generous

and loving heart. When one personal tragedy followed

another – the ‘secret griefs’ of her life – she did not

complain. On the contrary, they made her more determined

than ever to show fortitude. The memoirs are a portrait in

resilience, the way that great pain can be endured and

overcome. Lucie was not merely courageous: she was

resourceful and imaginative.

Because Lucie’s own life and character were so

remarkable, her story offers a fascinating portrait of an

18th-century woman. But it is more than that. The times

she lived through were indeed exceptional, and it is in that

context that she has to be seen, against a constantly

changing, frightening and troubled background, broken by

periods of domestic happiness and public prosperity, with

her life running like a thread through her times. It is

impossible to understand why she was so admirable

without understanding the world that she looked out on;

and which she survived.

What she witnessed was not just the end of an era both

of extremes of privilege and extremes of poverty and

backwardness, but the birth of a recognisably modern

world, a new ordering of society. She saw and recognised

the changes and the need for them, and most she approved

of. Given her intense self-awareness and her experiences of

loss and tragedy – universal experiences she shares with



women at all moments of history – it is sometimes tempting

to think of her as a modern woman. But Lucie belonged

firmly in her times, and she dealt with her life in the ways

that her 18th-century upbringing had taught her; which is

why it is so important to set her clearly in her background

and the age she lived through.

What Lucie discovered, as she started writing, was that

she had a natural talent for description, a canny eye for the

telling detail and strong feelings about right and wrong.

She had feared that her memory might be poor: on the

contrary, it was precise and deep. And as she wrote, so the

age that she had lived through and survived came alive

under her pen. Others had endured the same hardships and

recorded the turmoil that consumed France in the closing

years of the 18th century and the first decades of the 19th.

What gave Lucie’s memoirs and her letters their edge was

something quite different. It was to do with a kind of purity.

In an era of licentiousness and expediency, when the world

of seduction and deceit depicted by Choderlos de Laclos in

Les Liaisons dangereuses offered a mirror to the

aristocratic life around her, when Catholic prelates thought

nothing of fathering children, and preferment owed more

to intrigue than to natural talent, Lucie retained all her life

a moral clarity and simplicity. It might have made her dull

and priggish. Instead, it turned her into an impressive

reporter who observed and recorded a lost age with

candour and humour. It made her a loving and faithful wife

and a devoted mother. And it made her brave, which was

fortunate, for the events that befell her would have broken

a frailer spirit.



CHAPTER ONE

This Magnificent Age

WHEN LUCIE-HENRIETTE DILLON, who all her life would be

known as Lucie, was born at 91 rue du Bac on 25 February

1770, the Faubourg Saint-Germain was one of the most

fashionable quarters of Paris. It was here, behind heavy

wooden doors opening on to courtyards with stables and

coach houses, that France’s noble families lived.

Abandoning the overcrowded and unhealthy Marais on the

right bank of the Seine, they had crossed the river in the

middle of the 17th century and settled in great stone

mansions, three and four storeys high, surrounding their

properties with high walls and vying with each other in

grandeur.

Of all the faubourg’s1 streets, the narrow rue du Bac,

wandering down towards the river, was considered by

many the most desirable. The first house, along the

embankment, belonged to the Comte de Mailly; on the

same side was the Marquis de Custine and further up, not

far from number 91, was the Princesse de Salm, who wrote

verse. Just around the corner lived the Duc de Biron, as did

the Rochechouarts, where another baby, Rosalie-Sabine,

was born a little before Lucie. In these houses, women held

salons and sang, for the Faubourg Saint-Germain was both

scholarly and musical. It was on the Duchesse de Castries’s

harp in the rue de Varennes that Mozart, a few years later,

composed his concerto for flute and harp.

At the far end of the rue du Bac, where the road ended

and the open countryside began, a missionary order had



built a clergy house, with lintels of carved griffins and

cherubs; its orchards and a kitchen garden looked out to

the woods behind. On all sides, Paris was surrounded by

forest. In the spring and summer, when Lucie and her

nurse walked towards the fields, the road smelt sweetly of

lime from the pollarded trees, of roses, lavender and lilac

and the rare and exotic plants grown by the Swiss

gardeners employed by the nobility towards the end of the

18th century. Across the river lay the open countryside of

the Champs-Elysées, where on Sundays Parisians brought

their children to picnic and stroll under the avenues of

chestnut trees.

Number 91 was an imposing, unadorned building, its

main reception rooms on the first floor reached by a

handsome exterior circular staircase. Inside, the drawing

rooms were hung with crimson and yellow damask, and the

gold and silver threads of the embroidered armchairs were

reflected in mirrors that hung around the walls. Lucie’s

mother, who was 20 at the time of her daughter’s birth, had

a room elegantly furnished in acacia. Her singing voice was

pleasant and she owned a pianoforte, one of the first to be

seen in Paris and which Lucie, as a small child, was not

allowed to touch.

The house was known locally as l’Hôtel de Rothe, after

Lucie’s maternal grandmother, an imperious and ill-

tempered woman, whose husband, Charles Edward de

Rothe, a French general of Irish extraction, had died some

years before; and it was here that Lucie and her parents

lived.

On both sides of her interwoven family, Lucie was

descended from the Irish Dillons of Roscommon. Her

parents were second cousins. Their mutual ancestor,

Theobald, 7th Viscount Dillon, had raised an Irish regiment

in 1688 and followed James II to France, entering into

service with the French, and remaining after James II’s


