CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The End

of the Beginnin;
1709

Neighbouring Seminaries
Claude's ordination, 17 December 1707, gave the seminary a new dimension.
He was now father of his community in a special sense. The Eucharist is the

all Christian worship and life. To participate in the Eucharist being
celebrated by the head of the house must have meant much for the students.
Mass was said regularly in the house since their transfer to No 8 rue Rollin

heart of

early in 1705 by Claude's boyhood friend, Michael V. Le Barbier, who had
been ordained priest at Rennes the previous September. Later that year one of
their own community, John Le Roy, was ordained priest. The presence of these
two young priests wonderfully facilitated the task of organising and extending the
seminary activities. Singlehanded Claude could not have adequately coped with
all the demands on his time, especially as all their necessary resources had to
be quested or begged for in the absence of any bursaries or guaranteed income.

Many

aspects of the life of a properly organised, fully fledged seminary called for
constant attention to detail as well as a clear grasp of the general direction. The
part of the Rule dealing with general ideals and community life had been worked
out and committed to writing. Now there was the need for detailed guidelines for
the various functionaries who were so vital to the smooth running of the house. In
formulating such guidelines the experience of similar institutions would be very
helpful. In his approach to the heads of such houses in the locality he was now in
a better position in that he was no mere clerical student but a priest. That Claude
did seek for guidance in the matter of drafting his rules and regulations we have
it on record from Fr. Besnard who tells us that he "submitted his rule to men
of great experience for examination and their approval". 1 As to the institutions
approached by Claude we cannot be certain, but from brief biographical details
that have survived we are confirmed in what we might have guessed, namely, that
he was in contact with the major seminaries already operating close by in Paris, in
particular Saint-Sulpice and Saint-Nicolas du Chardonnet.
Though the Jesuits would naturally be Claude's first port of call, and it was
solidly inserted into his Rule that they were to be the spiritual masters for
the seminary, there were obvious reasons why other models would have to be
consulted. The Jesuit way of life and their system of formation was not what
Claude's seminary was set on imitating. There are certain areas in the Rule where
he is obviously not following a Jesuit model. For instance, aspirants for the Jesuits
would not be expected to have the pocket money available to pay for an extra ration
of wine at table or pay for damage inflicted on the property of the house. Seminaries
preparing students for diocesan or pastoral life would be the obvious places for
Claude to pick up practical tips on general administration as well as attending to
broad approaches in pastoral preparation. Saint-Sulpice was the senior seminary
par excellence in France at this period. It catered not merely for the diocese of
Paris but for the provinces and even overseas territories. There is a vast corpus
of literature extant dealing with this seminary, its system, its alumni, and above
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founder, M. Olier, and many of his illustrious followers as directors. This
seminary helped set the standard, for better and for worse, for other seminaries in
France and overseas in matters of seminary routine, liturgy, spirituality, devotional
practices and artistic taste. Claude would have much to learn from this fervent
religious nursery which had the solidity of organisation and spiritual reserves that
enabled it to withstand the ravages of the political revolutions and rise from the
ashes to carry the standard of priestly formation from one century to the next.
It could not, however, be copied in all aspects of its system by Claude if only for
the consideration that most of its students were drawn from a class in society who
could afford to pay for their education and who expected to return to pastoral posts
with stable incomes.
The seminary of Saint-Nicolas du Chardonnet owed its foundation and spirit
to Adrian Bourdoise, the pioneer in providing serious formation for future priests
as being the most sure way of reforming the clergy. His idea was that what a
good novitiate is for religious orders a good seminary is for the pastoral clergy.
He believed in a parish ambiance during the training period rather than the
seclusion from real life which was the approach in many other seminaries. Hence
the importance of the parish church of Saint-Nicolas in his system. He tried to
inculcate as well as zeal for souls, a gentleness of spirit and a concentration on
the care of small symbolic things. Instead of providing a prolonged course in
theological training he set out to provide a crash course in preparedness for
pastoral life, a course in liturgy and in devotional exercises for the faithful.
Like Saint Sulpice his seminary was open to the needs of the Church at large.
Many Irish students are on record as having received part of their training there.
Perhaps its weak point was its lack of centralised system which left it vulnerable to
the onslaught of the Revolution. There was no revival for the senior seminary, but
the parish church has remained a focus of active Catholic life. Today, incidentally,
this parish church is a centre for the traditionalists inspired by the stance taken
by Archbishop Lefebvre, a former Superior General of the society founded by
des Places.
Close by rue Rollin were some national colleges catering for the special needs
of countries where the Church was under siege, England, Ireland and Scotland.
It was not to be expected that Claude would have had any motive for studying
their rules or organisation. And yet the largest of them, the Lombard College,
then catering for the Irish mission, had much in common with Claude's seminary
as it had when under Italian management in that it was trying to cater for poor
students who would later have to minister in areas calling for great generosity and
commitment. Indeed had Claude read the charity sermon given by Fr. Bourdaloue,
SJ, in favour of the Lombard or Irish College, he might well have thought it was
outlining the conditions and the ideals of his own work. 2 The Rule, however,
being drawn up for the college at that time (1707) by the Cardinal Archbishop
of Paris, would not have had much interest for Claude as it dealt mostly with
defining the rights and duties of the student members and those who were already
ordained before starting their theology course at one of the colleges controlled by
all its

the University.

Among the areas where Claude might have looked for guidance was the matter
of how seminarians should dress. Clerical wear had not been standardised as yet.
Wigs were accepted as a normal part of respectable lay attire in the days of Louis
XIV. The clergy in general seem to have followed this fashion. Claude does not
agree with their use by students in a seminary for the poor but he is no dictator in
such matters. He just counsels moderation in the matter of style. And just as there
was a brisk trade in the supplying of wigs, there was also an insatiable demand for
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powder among the student generation. The records show that College Louis
Grand had a surfeit of the commodity in all rooms. One can imagine that on
arrival at the seminary many students would find it hard to give up this habit. It
face

le

was one

case, however,

where Claude was adamant no matter what was the custom

elsewhere; powder was out.

Training in Responsibility
the more serious areas where Claude might have

Among

liked to find guidelines

customaries of other seminaries one might single out the function of Bursar.
This is a key post in any institution but it was particularly important in a house
depending on charity. His helpers were young men without any experience. In the
first years all such matters had to be attended to by Claude with some guidance
from his friend and supporter, Fr. Megret, the Bursar at Louis le Grand. Claude
in his study of the talents and temperaments of the students would in time come
to pick out the more practical among them to act as his helpers. Once Jean Le
Roy arrived in October 1704 we can imagine that he took much of this burden off
Claude's shoulders as it is on record that he was looked on as a man of promise in
his diocese of origin while still a student. His reputation at Paris must have lived
up to these hopes. So much so that the first act of the newly appointed bishop in
July 1707 was to recall him to his home diocese for service there. This must have
been felt as a serious blow by the community, particularly by Claude who was at the
time preparing for his own ordination. They were fortunate to have the services
of Fr. JV1. Le Barbier who had been already two years in the house and so was
familiar with its traditions. His family background would have ingrained in him
certain habits of mind which would have been helpful as keeper of accounts and
supervisor of important details in the day to day running of the house.
As one peruses the 12 articles of the Rule detailing the Bursar's duties, one is
struck by the frequency of the directives to be accurate, careful, exact etc., in all
his duties, and to be present on the spot in order to oversee certain operations.
He is to ensure that nothing is lacking during meal times and during the wash up
after meals. Economy was not to be the overriding motive; the stress is rather on
care of people. And this applies to the functionary himself as we notice in No 170
speaking about the duties of the Steward: "After breakfast he is to note the names
of those who want an extra ration of wine that day... If someone, having put down
his name in the morning, changes his mind during the day, the steward shall bring
it to him anyhow, lest there be too much confusion".
It is emphasised for the Bursar that it is his duty to make sure that everything is
kept very clean and that the rooms are to be properly aired; but it is also pointed out
that windows are to be shut on other occasions lest the occupants be discommoded.
Another revealing detail is that the Bursar is "always to be there in the kitchen
when the food is being portioned". Claude's caring attitude is revealed in such
small details as this directive for the Bursar in no 161: "He will tell the cook, in
winter, to take the chill of the drinking water at all the meals". Claude may well
have sought advice from other quarters on how things should best be done but
one has the conviction that he is legislating to a detail for the welfare of his own
in the

community.
post of Bursar called for continuity of tenure. Some other functions were
changed each week. This helped towards an all round training of each student,
even if at times efficiency suffered. The list of functions was made out by the
Regulator in understanding with the Superior. The names were called out in
assembly and posted up so that there would be no confusion.

little

The
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The post of Regulator or timekeeper, being of some importance to the smooth
running of the house, could not be changed each week. Not everyone has the
temperament required for the timing of signals which was required in a house
where so many exercises had to be finely timed and where no one had the luxury
of a watch. The Regulator's day began at 4.45 am; then he had to knock up all in
tfee house greeting them with the traditional morning call "Benedicamus Domino" "Let us bless the Lord". From then till lights out the community responded to his
baton and all signals had to be given with exactitude. It is reassuring however to
read that as he led his companions on the various outings he was directed "to wait a
reasonable length of time for the students to assemble at the appointed place before
he moves off. (141) One is not surprised that when it was discovered that a newly
arrived student had the ideal temperament for this job, he was allowed to retain it
for the rest of his years by mutual agreement. His successful performance was cited
years later as a high mark in his favour. That he was no mere clock in disguise is
proved by the fact that when Grignion de Montfort came to the seminary in search
of his first vocations he singled out that student, James Le Vallois, intuitively as his
first

choice.

For each post there was always an assistant who was to be ready to step in when
circumstances required it. This teaming up could prove a lifelong memory as
we have seen earlier in the case of the two pastors who had disagreed about
the recall of a community of sisters because the local authorities refused to pay
an adequate stipend for their work: one pastor tried to get the other to alter his
unpalatable decision by citing their friendship and cooperation as they filled the
post of Receptionist at the Seminary and washed the dishes together!
Two posts called for a measure of professional expertise: cooking and tailoring.
Claude realised that the health of his community would depend more on the
kitchen than the infirmary, and in the days before "ready-made" clothes the
services of a tailor were a necessity. We are not surprised then that Claude secured
the services of a cook and a tailor. What does surprise us is that he devotes quite a
sizeable section of his Rule to the duties of these two functionaries, over 400 words
in fact. Still

more

surprising

is

that a goodly part of his instructions in their regard

and they were expected to perform certain other
had nothing to do with their professional work. All this seems to point
to the fact that Claude visualised these functionaries not as mere lay helpers from
outside but in some way as part of the community. A clue to his thinking is perhaps
found in the term used in another context, even though on second thoughts he
subsequently deleted it. In Rule 73, where he states that it is unworthy of a true
Christian to think too much about food and above all to talk too often about it and
complain about it, he adds: "For all the more reason it is a lack of mortification for
a religious or a cleric to fall into this fault". Obviously he was making a distinction
between the clerical students and some other category that he can only class as
religious. The fact that he crossed out the word religious later is understandable as
deals with their religious duties,

tasks that

cited before the courts for having transgressed the law forbidding the founding
of a new religious society without the Royal permission required by the law of
1666, this document could be quoted in evidence against him. When soon after
there were several tailors and shoemakers living within the house one can imagine
that the nucleus of a religious community was already there in fact if not in law.
Rule 263 reads: "Since the new Rule now introduced specifies that all shall have
their clothing and shoes made by the tailors and shoemakers of the house, journeys
into town for this purpose shall no longer be permitted, for the Superiors shall take
care to find for all in the house itself whatever they need". Whatever else one may
or may not read into these words about the existence already of a community of
if
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obvious that the seminary had come a long way from its shoe-string
first few months at rue des Cordiers.
No house of students or seminary can be said to be fully functioning without
a library of sizeable proportions. Even though in the earlier part of his Rule (No
46)- Claude had directed that students were to study only the subject they were
supposed to study, that is philosophy or theology, and that only the prescribed texts
were to be studied, it is obvious that a situation had evolved when study in depth,
occasionally at least, called for a goodly supply of books other than the prescribed
text books. And once a library had been acquired, courtesy of donors, this was a
sphere of life where order and system was vital. Rules 145-7 put these matters very
succinctly and we quote them here not for any original thinking they contain but
because they help more than much other material to show how the seminary was
by now taking clear shape:
religious,

it is

existence during the

He shall keep a complete record of all books entrusted to him for the use of
He shall catalogue them in alphabetical order and for that purpose

145

individuals.

paste a letter and

146

He

also the

number on

the spine of each book.

names of those to whom he has lent books, indicating
day on which they were borrowed. From time to time he shall clean

shall record the

the library inside out.

147

He must

never lend books belonging to the house to any outsider.

changed over the centuries! But as Claude
who might be inclined to come
to this poor seminary to borrow books. We must recall that they were surrounded
by a whole army of students engaged in study at the various seminaries and colleges
that made up the main population of the Latin Quarter.
During the course of the Ignatian retreat he made in preparation for a choice
of state in life Claude had written:
All this

sounds very

familiar. Little has

did not make rules just for the fun of it, one wonders

to make you steadfast; that for this reason you will
seminary where piety reigns, there to drink in a new life,
creating in you a gentle habit of virtue... This of course would be a wonderful

...You will ask the

oblige

me

Lord

to enter a

thing... 3

One can imagine Claude at this stage reflecting on the progress and direction taken
by the work that had started with so little promise and humbly thanking the Lord
that he had used him as his instrument in the project of providing such a seminary
for the little ones who otherwise would have had to fend for themselves in a cold
and uncaring society.
Saint John Baptist De La Salle.
As Claude was engaged in the work of finalising his arrangements for the smooth
running of his community and crystallising the details in the official Rule, he was
not the only person in that area just then who had to draw up a rule for a new
institution. St John Baptist De La Salle, the pioneer in providing schools for the
poor through a society devoted entirely to this service, had been operating free
schools in the parish of Saint-Sulpice for some time. Of late he had tentatively
embarked on a new and ambitious project which promised to link his work with
Claude's seminary. The story of this projected link with Claude, albeit through an
intermediary, has some tantalising aspects. In particular it highlights remarkable
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similarities between the life story and the work of these two founders who espoused
the cause of those being neglected by the society of their day.
Fr. John Baptist De La Salle had relinquished a sizeable fortune and his status
as canon of Rheims cathedral to devote himself entirely to providing schools

He embraced

of poverty in order to be totally dependent
would be necessary for that vast
undertaking. He was strongly anti-Jansenist, a staunch supporter of orthodoxy in
teaching and practice, was known to be particularly devoted to the Holy Spirit and a
fervent devotee of Our Lady under the title of her Immaculate Conception. De La
Salle's work and spiritual outlook then would have inclined him to be sympathetic
to Claude's work and be favourably disposed towards working in unison with him
in the implementation of a scheme dear to his heart for some time.
Progress was being made in the matter of providing schools for the poor in towns
and cities in spite of opposition from the writers' guilds and other vested interests.
It worried De La Salle however that the countryside was being neglected and that
there was little he could do through the society of Brothers he had founded. He
wanted them to live in communities but country parishes could not support such
a community. Further, he foresaw that there would be the danger of the Brothers
being inevitably drawn into parish life as the assistants of the clergy in the work
of training mass servers, the choir etc. Though a priest himself, he wanted the
Brothers to be a totally lay organisation and forego any idea of becoming priests.
He even forbade them to study or teach Latin, which was a major consideration
in those days. To fill the great lack in country parishes he hoped to train laymen
to act as teachers who would be able to fulfil the other necessary functions in
connection with church services etc. In other words, he dreamt of launching
teacher training centres to cope with this need. He had already tried and failed.
His most recent initiative in this matter was located in rue de l'Ourcine in Paris
not far distant from where Claude and his students walked each day en route
to Louis le Grand. De La Salle composed a Rule for the little community of
students there presided over by Br. Nicholas Vuyart. A priest from Saint-Nicolas
for the poor.

on Providence

a life

for the material resources that

du Charndonnet, Fr. Descoureax, was also closely involved. De La Salle had
hoped that the Saint-Sulpice community, with which he had good relations,
would act as chaplains in the apostolate of the schools, but the superior, Fr.
Lechassier, refused to co-operate. He felt such involvement was contrary to the
spirit of detachment from the running of temporal affairs that they were trying to
inculcate as part of their seminary training. 4

De La Salle's work in Paris suffered two severe set-backs: the Brothers were
forced by vested interests to abandon their free schools in the Saint-Sulpice area,
and the training centre in rue de l'Ourcine had to be abandoned when the Brother
in charge defected and claimed ownership of the house! A request from Rouen
to take charge of schools there was accepted early 1705 and as the Archbishop of
Rouen, Mgr Colbert, was then staying in Paris, De La Salle took the opportunity
to discuss matters with him. As the oldest text of the Rule for the Brothers dates
from this period it may well have been produced to submit to the Archbishop. 5
must be noted in relation to Claude
remarkable that several articles in De La Salle's Rule for the
Brothers, which was in fact the Rule followed in the training centre at rue de
l'Ourcine, closely resembled the Rule being composed by Claude at this time.
In places the wording is almost identical. This of course does not necessarily
mean that one borrowed from the other. Both may have in fact borrowed from a
common source in the locality; there is no evidence that Claude and John Baptist
met on this occasion. One thing is certain, namely, that Archbishop Colbert had

There

are two relevant points of interest that

at this period. It is
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who had two communities in Rouen, a college and
where Pere Lallemant had made his notable contribution to

close relations with the Jesuits

the novitiate house
Jesuit spirituality.

And in this connection it is worth mentioning that in one of the documents
connected with Claude in the Spiritan archives there is a curious error! Some
scribe, when listing the dates of Claude's promotion to minor orders (Quarter
Tense in June 1705) puts him as belonging to the diocese of Rouen whereas in
the following insertion in the same hand dealing with Claude's promotion to the
priesthood (Quarter Tense, December, 1709) he is correctiy given as belonging to
the diocese of Rennes. This may be just a slip of the pen on the part of the scribe,
though it was more unlikely that the Latin versions used could be so mixed up,
namely Rhothogamensis (Rouen) and Rhedonensis (Rennes). More surprising
is the fact that no one ever attempted to correct this error. Could it have been
that in 1705 Claude was seen to have some close association with Rouen, that
he was known to have gone annually to the Jesuit house for his retreat and a
rest or that he had been well known to the Archbishop of Rouen then or during
his stay in Paris in early 1705? If either hypothesis were true, it might explain
perhaps the similarities between Claude's Rule and that drafted by De La Salle
and the subsequent association in another attempt in 1708 to launch a teachers'
training centre. Rouen was of course sacred to the memory of Lallemant and his
disciples.

After De La Salle's experience of failure in his effort to launch a teacher training
school at rue de l'Ourcine we can be sure he would be very reluctant to get involved
in another such venture for some time, much as he desired to see a supply of well
trained teachers made available for country areas. Very soon however, he was
presented with a proposal to get involved once again in a similar scheme being
promoted this time by a young priest, Fr. John Charles Clement. Fr. Clement
was then only twenty years of age but he was fired with enthusiasm about a
novel and idealistic scheme of training neglected youths (aged 7 to 20) in a trade
and requiring them after suitable tuition to teach other youngsters in their turn.
Clement at the time seemed to have had no trouble about locating the required
material resources. All that was needed was a suitable house and competent
teachers. De La Salle hesitated to get involved even though he was enamoured
of the project. He was given no respite by the persistent Fr. Clement. Eventually
it was decided to approach Cardinal de Noailles for his approval. Approval was
granted but the Cardinal insisted that as the modified project aimed at providing
teachers for country areas the centre of Paris was not the most suitable location; a
village on the outskirts of the city would be more advisable. A house was secured by
Fr. Clement at Saint-Denis to the north of Paris but De La Salle was now pressed
to contribute a substantial sum to the purchase, (5,200 livres) from a fund donated
to him for the purpose of starting a teacher training centre. 6
The next step was to enlist a suitable chaplain. Having been turned down
previously by various religious communities, De La Salle knew he had a real
problem on his hands. This was a special vocation and there was need for a
guarantee of competence and continuity in direction. It was at this stage that he
advised l'abbe Clement to get in touch with des Places and seek his cooperation.
This would have been the first such offer Claude would have received of active and
congenial work for his seminarians and priests. At the time, late 1708, apart from
Claude himself there was Fr. M.V. Le Barbier, and James H. Gamier who was
due for ordination at the end of the year. Much of the work of instruction could in
time be undertaken by the seniors among the students and the practical experience
was just what they needed, especially as Saint-Denis was not too far distant from
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house in rue Rollin. Rule 57 refers to the training given in the seminary for
the particular tasks they might have to undertake at the teacher training centre:
their

Since ecclesiastics have the duty of instructing others, even children, the
Superior shall designate one of the students to teach catechism to his
confreres. He shall instruct them and they shall reply as if they were
children.

This particular directive appears in almost identical terms

in

the

De La

Salle Rule.

Nos 202 and 203
They are to teach

in the

seminary Rule read:

plain chant to those

their students prepare the antiphons,
at

who are in the house... They shall have
hymns and psalms which are to be sung

Vespers the following Sunday.

This then

is

the background of the approach being

when he

made

indirectly

by

De La

Clement to discuss his project with Claude. Strangely,
information on this incident comes our way by accident, as it were, in the life of De
La Salle written by Fr. John B. Blain, who got to know De La Salle later at Rouen
where Blain was pastor. Like Claude he had been a native of Rennes and he would
have known of Claude since his childhood years. It would appear, however, that
there was no great friendship between the parents of Blain and Claude because of
a clash in business interests, and this may explain why Blain never mentions Claude
or his seminary in the other memoir he wrote about Grignion de Montfort. 7 Even
in his life of De La Salle he mentions the link with Claude merely as an illustration
of the great personal trials his hero had to suffer. We hasten to add at this early
stage that his suffering on this occasion was not in any way caused by Claude. But
Salle

let

directed Fr.

Blain speak for himself:

do not know what made

De La Salle suggest to Clement,

he had bought
educating
a number of ecclesiastics in his residence. He made him hope that he would
find in that group men capable of directing both the training college and the
children whose education he was interested in. Clement followed his advice
and was charmed with Des Places when he went to visit him. They did join
forces. After drawing up a plan for the manner of bringing up these young
boys, they wrote out a memorandum which they submitted to the Cardinal,
who approved it. Thereafter, in Clement's mind, the two projects - the training
college for country schoolmasters and the school for young boys - were two
separate entities. Some time after the purchase of the house at Saint Denis
I

the house at Saint Denis, to join with des Places, a priest

after

who was

with De La Salle's money, Clement wanted to give him a receipt for the
5,200 livres which had served as the down payment, since Rogier, the legal
purchaser, had refused to give such a receipt. However, this paper remained
in Rogier's hands. Only when Clement began to have second thoughts did he
turn it over to De La Salle in order to testify to the fact that John Baptist had
indeed furnished the sum of 5,200 livres, the down payment on the purchase
price of the house acquired at Saint Denis under Rogier's name.
As soon as Clement bought the house, he ordered the bailiff of the abbey
to vacate the premises, and he gave himself no rest until the Brothers took
over the place. They did so at Easter of the following year, 1709. Not long
afterwards, they welcomed three young men, the first candidates for the
training college. On Sundays and feasts the students attended the services
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church of Saint Marcel in surplice and soutane. They remained
house until the high cost of food made it necessary to send them home,
but they were told that when times got better they would be called back.
To lighten the burden on that institution the Cardinal obtained from the
Duke of Maine a written exemption from the obligation to quarter soldiers.
The document was dated the same year, 1709, and mentioned that the favour
was granted by order of the king. It also specified that the house was to be the
residence of three Brothers, one of whom was to teach Gregorian chant. The
purpose of this notation was to show that the premises were supposed to be
used by the Brothers for the training of country schoolmasters. 8
in the parish

in the

.

drawing no doubt on the testimony of De La Salle whom he had known
Clement "was charmed with des Places". Well he might.
The particular project being envisaged, namely the training of poor young lads
for the service of the poor and of the church, was exactly what he was expert
at; in fact Claude was the best exponent of this vocation in Paris then. But he
convinced Clement without much delay that it was not practical to combine the
work of training boys to a trade which would be most useful in a city or town and a
centre where students were being specially trained to serve as teachers and clerks
in a country parish. These two works would call for very different training and
accommodation. It was agreed to proceed first with the teacher training project
and to draw up a set of rules for such an institute. The other project could be
attempted later.
The memorandum drawn up for the Cardinal's approval would have been more
than just a general statement of intent; it would have gone into some detail about
the location, the practical running of such a community and its financing. One can
be sure that Claude incorporated many of the rules and ideals that had been tried
already with such success in his seminary. De La Salle could have been already
well aware of Claude's expertise in this sphere and must have satisfied himself
about Claude's commitment to the service of the poor and about his spiritual
outlook before he ever suggested his name to L'abbe Clement. And it is obvious
from Blain's text that Cardinal de Noailles was deeply impressed. Unfortunately
the document submitted to him has not been traced. His one alteration was to
have Clement change his plan to locate the work in the centre of Paris now that
the declared aim was to provide teachers for work in the country.
This proposed link between the seminary and the training centre for teachers
promised to be an ideal solution for both founders: De La Salle could at last have
his dream realised of training teachers to do the work his Brothers for various
reasons were not free to do, and Claude was being provided with a training ground
for his seminarians and an opening for future priests, all of whom could expect to
have to serve in country ministries. The Brothers would be in complete control of
the internal running of the training centre and the rule would be substantially what
they had already been accustomed to; the chaplains would come along from outside
to offer Mass, hear confessions and instruct the trainee teachers in the areas that
the Brothers did not wish to be involved.
But as happens not infrequently, what in human wisdom seemed to be the
perfect match did not receive the blessing of Providence on this occasion. Many
factors were to co-operate to scotch this seemingly perfect combination. The Great
Winter and the famine of 1709, as mentioned in the text, disrupted matters early
on at the centre. Claude's seminary was to suffer traumatic effects that year. It
may be that Fr, Clement was unhappy that his scheme 9 for teaching trades to
the many neglected youths in the city was being ignored, but the main reason
Fr. Blain,

personally, states that Fr.
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for his withdrawing from the scheme was once again that for financial reasons
he claimed ownership of the house at Saint Denis, refusing to reimburse De La
Salle for the 5,200 livres advanced by him towards the purchase of the house. He
even allowed De La Salle to be brought before the courts on a the charge of having
used a juvenile, that is one under the age of twenty five, to further his own property
deals! This repeat of De La Salle's bitter experience of failure in trying to launch
a training college for teachers meant that he took it as a sign from Providence that
he was not destined to undertake such a project and neither did he.
It would appear however that relations between Claude's seminary and De La
Salle's own institute continued. At least one of the young priests from the seminary,
Fr. Adrian Vatel, is on record as having "served as chaplain to the Brothers of the
Christian Schools at their novitiate house at Paris and Rouen up till 1715". ° Fr.
Vatel then opted for service among the blacks in the Antilles. Having a problem
about securing the required jurisdiction when he would arrive at his mission and
for faculties to administer the sacraments en route, he called to the bishop at the
last port of departure, La Rochelle. There he made the acquaintance of Grignion
de Montfort who was conducting one of his missions in the area. He was persuaded
to join forces there and then with Grignion and was destined to become one of the
founder members of the society recently launched by him, namely the Missionaries
of the Holy Spirit later to be known as The Company of Mary.
l

Grignion De Montfort
After Grignion de Montfort had failed to persuade Claude in 1703 to join in the
work of conducting parish missions throughout the countryside, he returned alone
to resume his work. However, he had received an assurance from Claude that when
the time came he would come to his assistance by recommending to him those

whom he judged to have the special tastes and
by Grignion's demanding apostolate. In the meantime Grignion
worked alone except for the help he received from a lay associate, Br. Mathurin
Rangeard. 11 Over the years Grignion had worked out a special technique and
approach for the work of conducting parish missions at which he had been such
a success. As time went on he was convinced of the necessity for a special society
of dedicated priest co-operators whom he would train in his proved methods
and who would be willing to forego all other fixed appointments no matter how
praiseworthy. He mulled over the precise nature of the society he wanted and
began to draft its fundamental rule. When the time was ripe he knew there was one
institution he could turn to for support and understanding and that was Claude's
seminary. As he had concluded that there was no question of his having the time or
opportunity to train his own students for the priesthood he knew he must depend
on a seminary already in the field but one whose spirit was attuned to his pastoral
and spiritual approach. 12
The occasion when Grignion finally unveiled his plans at the seminary in Paris
and produced his Rule took place in 1713. It is obvious from the account of his
visits to the seminary on that occasion that he was already well known and respected
not merely by the directors but also by the students. They had no difficulty in
adapting to his rather egregious manner because they were aware of his genuine
qualities. It was taken for granted by Grignion that he had a right to be favourably
received, and that this seminary somehow was intimately involved in his grand
strategy. All this seems to postulate a previous visit by him and that not so far
in the distant past; certainly not away back in 1703 when none of these students
nor even the directors could be said to have known Grignion personally.
among

the priests he had trained

talents required
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In the official biographies of Grignion there is no mention of his having made the
journey to Paris between 1703 and 1713; an absence therefore of 10 years. Neither
is there any vestige of correspondence between Grignion and Claude. Grignion
would have realised in 1703 that there would not be any priests available from
Claude's seminary for the next few years. So there was no point in his coming
all the way to Paris until he had his own plans finalised; especially as he did all
his travelling on foot in order to imitate his Divine Master more closely. The
only other visit to Paris for which there was clear proof in the records, it was
thought, was in 1713 for which there is ample evidence. The fact that Besnard's
detailed account of Grignion's life and travels seemed to speak of another visit
was ignored in the face of other dates which were assumed to be true. Besnard
mentioned that he got his information about this particular visit from Fr. Bouic
who had been superior of the seminary while Besnard was a student there. As
it was taken for granted from an entry in the 1734 transcription of the original
seminary register that Bouic had not arrived in Paris till after Claude had died,
it was assumed that this special occasion when Grignion addressed the assembled
seminary on the subject of Divine Wisdom must have been during his several visits
in 1713. However, a closer look at Bouic's dates by Pere Michel has put it beyond
reasonable doubt that he had been a student in the seminary during Claude's time.
Indeed, Besnard had clearly stated that Bouic had been a student under des Places.
He wrote "I was told this by one who became superior of the house after Fr. des
Places and who had been his student..!" 13 To compound the confusion in modern
times the key words "et qui avail ete son eleve" were omitted from the copy supplied
for publication in Fr. Keren's edition of des Places' writing! 14
Briefly, then, before transcribing Besnard's account of this visit, we add for
the record, Fr. Bouic's real dates. A native of Josselin in Brittany, he had been
ordained deacon in Saint Malo 22 September 1708. Shortly afterwards, he came
to the seminary in Paris, most likely guided by his neighbour Joseph Hedon. On
28 August 1709 he received his dimissorial letters from the Bishop of Saint-Malo
authorising him to be ordained priest by Cardinal de Noailles of Paris at Quarter
Tense 1709. We now give Besnard's brief account of Grignion's visit and his
allocution as noted down by Bouic:

He (des Places) was not satisfied with giving them frequent instructions.
He saw to it that the most competent masters gave them their retreats. He
grasped at every chance to have spiritual conferences. He brought to his
community

who came to
One can well

him if he saw that they possessed the
imagine that his most intimate friend was
not forgotten. I was told by the one who became Superior of that house
after Father des Places, and who had been his student, that one day Louis
de Montfort preached to them about wisdom and that he delivered a beautiful
paraphrase of the book of Holy Writ which bears that title. He said:
I do not speak of the wisdom or prudence of the children of the world, but
I speak of that supernatural and divine wisdom which Solomon desired so
ardently, so persistently, and which was granted to him so profusely. I speak
of the wisdom of the Gospel, which consists in becoming poor, mortifying
oneself, hiding from the world and being humble in order to please God...
I speak of the wisdom which Jesus Christ has taught us through his words
and actions, and which consists in taking more account of poverty than of
riches, more of the cross and sufferings than of the pleasures, delights and
satisfactions of life, more of humiliations and disgrace than of glory, greatness
and eminence. I speak of a wisdom which is so lovable that it alone deserves our
gift
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friends

of eloquence.

visit

Distribution of bread in Paris

during 1709 famine

and heart, so delightful that it compensates abundantly for all pleasures of
the senses, so noble that having it is sufficient to be esteemed and respected by
man, so rich and precious that in the judgement of the Holy Spirit it is worth
love

more than

all

precious goods: melior

est

sapientia cunctis pretiosissimis (Prov.

Yet this wisdom is so little known and still less appreciated by men of
the world that they cannot even understand how there can be true happiness
even in this life or how one can experience a happiness and ineffable joy in
becoming poor and humble to please God. That is the reason why they despise
this wisdom, disparage it, and treat it as foolishness and outlandishness. There
is a mystery here which human wisdom cannot penetrate and which has been
revealed only to the little and humble of heart.
"He told us to kneel down," said Father Bouic, "to say a prayer to God
and ask Him for that divine wisdom of which he had just spoken. He recited
this prayer in such ardent terms, with such radiant features and such sublime
words that it seemed to us as if we were listening to an Angel". 15
3,15).

visit, which according to one authority on de Montfort, took place May/June
1709, 16 did not succeed in obtaining for Grignion any immediate reinforcements.

This

There were none

available as yet. Fr.

H. Gamier, who had been promoted

to the

priesthood the previous December, was vitally necessary as a director in support
of Fr. Michael Le Barbier. But Grignion must have felt that his journey was
worthwhile. He had achieved what he had come for: he had made known clearly
to the directors and the students what his plans were for his new society and
he had indicated in precise terms the special vocation he had in mind, one in
fact which in many respects resembled the approach to the priesthood and to
pastoral life which Claude was already inculcating. And from what happened
later it seems clear that Claude must have made with him a covenant of friendship
and support. Later the successors of Claude as directors of the seminary would
recall this close friendship between their founder and Grignion's society and feel
themselves bound to continue it loyally.

The Great Winter
From

time to time nature seems to depart from its normal predictable routine and
reek havoc as if to show man how helpless he is. Prolonged drought, violent winds,
severe flooding, intense cold spells etc., have on occasion been so disastrous that
they have left a special indentation in the folk memory of the region involved. We
have only to remember such events as The Big Wind, the Great Famine, Debbie,
etc. in an Irish context. For France the winter of 1709 has merited the name Le
Grand Hiver, The Great Winter. That winter was devastating at the time in the
extent of the damage and deaths it caused and its effects were felt long after due
to the critical shortage of food and the weakened state of the public health. Paris
suffered more severely than the provinces. And to add to the effects of the natural
calamity the interminable wars conducted by Louis XIV had at this stage caused
the surrounding territories to unite against France and impose a food blockade at
a time when its native resources were stretched beyond demand.
A few statistics garnered from historians will give us some grasp of the immensity
of the cataclysm. The year opened with unusually clement weather. Then suddenly
on the night of 5 January the temperature plummeted. Within days the rivers
were frozen over. This lasted till 25 January when the thermometers rose rapidly
heralding a sudden thaw which was the prelude to severe floods. Blocks of ice 2
metres thick were thrown on to the banks of rivers. When all places were suffering
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from an excess of humidity the temperature nose-dived again reaching
low, only to be followed by high winds and snow.

Not

till

a

record

the early days of March

did the crisis abate but by then it had left a trail of death and destruction. Starvation
stalked the land. It was not merely the poor who died like flies. The ranks of the
nobility were also stricken. A contemporary writer remarked that never did so many

die in a time when there was no epidemic to account for it. Some 32,000 died from
the effects of the cold in Paris alone and the hospitals were filled to overflowing.
The severe cold created havoc with food supplies. Cattle, sheep, rabbits and

fowl perished wholesale from exposure and starvation. The previous harvest had
been below average but now much of what had been garnered was destroyed. The
armies at the front were given priority in the distribution of what food there was.
The English navy was successful in blocking supplies by sea. And as starvation
threatened, panic gripped the nation. There was the constant risk of revolt in
towns against the forces of law and order as they tried to supervise the distribution
of bread and as prices began to soar. The measure of wheat (setier) which sold
for 15 livres at the end of 1708 was selling at 30 livres at the beginning of March
and had risen to 67 at the end of September. The quality of bread available at
Louis le Grand was to be a life-long unhappy memory as we are informed by a
boarder at the time, Francois-Marie Arouet, later to be known as Voltaire. 17 So
we can imagine that the left overs from the Jesuits' kitchen at this period would
have become less plentiful and of poor quality. Communities which depended
on charity suffered grievously. In the absence of concrete details about Claude's
community we mention a few details about how the food crisis affected the De La
Salle Brothers. Blain wrote:

The provisions ran out completely and the charity which supplied them dried
up. The community found itself destitute, and even without (black) bread, the
baker having refused to supply any more without credit.
De La Salle himself wrote:
Here we eat black bread.... The Brothers have two ounces for breakfast and
five for lunch... I have not the money to provide bread for the forty persons we
have here.

Nobody

died of starvation in his community but the terrible privations resulted in
an outbreak of scurvy. 18
Claude and his bursar must have been under great strain trying to beg and forage
for their large and hungry family. One is not surprised then to learn that at least
one of the students succumbed, Rene Le Sauvage, in fact, one of the two brilliant
students who had been recentiy called on to defend publicly their theses at the end
of the academic year at Louis le Grand. This first recorded death in the seminar}',
which took place 18 May, 1709, must have been a rude shock for the community
and especially for Claude.
By that time Claude had received another telling blow. Fr. Le Barbier, his
close companion since youth and his right hand man in the seminar} during the
past three years, was being recalled to his home diocese by the bishop, Mgr de
Lavardin. It is not known if it was the alarming reports reaching them from Paris
that influenced his family to approach the bishop to have him recalled, but the
bishop took the unusual step of appointing him directly on 8 February as rector of
a parish where there was a junior college. The Le Barbier family was well known
to the bishop as one of them was official printer for diocesan publications. There is
no record of Fr. Michael's reaction to his being recalled for this new appointment.
He more than any one else knew what his departure at this juncture would mean
7

7
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and the fact that he delayed his departure till June speaks for itself.
he and Claude said their farewells as the diligence set off for Rennes they
could have no premonition that they were never to meet again.
We have seen, according to our calculations, that it was some time in May
or June that Grignion de Montfort called to the seminary. Fr. Le Barbier's
departure would have made it all the more difficult for him to secure any
immediate reinforcements. Claude was preoccupied with the problem of keeping
the wolf from the door. As the supply of bread got more critical and the prices
continued to climb, unruly scenes were regular at the bread market; so much so
that no one would want to take his place in that queue were it not a matter of life
and death. The problem of collecting supplies in the absence of Fr. Le Barbier
must have taken up much of Claude's precious time and energy.
for Claude,

When

Autumn
And

1709

Claude had to give serious thought to the more distant
requirement of ensuring a satisfactory alternative to their premises in rue Rollin
once their lease ran out. He had taken out a lease for seven years, so he had two
years in hand, but one presumes that his attitude at this stage was that if a tempting
offer were to present itself he would opt for moving sooner rather than later. As rue
Rollin was within easy reach of Louis le Grand and had many other things going
for it, Claude would be aware that it would not be easy to find a suitable alternative
where he could comfortably accommodate his whole family, now over the seventy
mark. So when such a property became vacant in the locality and with a tempting
figure on the lease, he decided to accept the offer. It is not known when exactly he
first learned of the property in question being for re-leasing but a document dated
17 August shows that the owner of their premises in rue Rollin, Mr. de Cornailles,
had authorised a new tenant to take possession of it on the Feast of Saint-Remi,
that is 1 October 1709. 19
The new property was not far distant, just a matter of seven minutes walk,
along rue Rollin, then via rue Contrescarpe and another short connecting
street, rue Blainville, linking rue Mouffetard and rue neuve-Saint-Genevieve
(rue Tournafort today). The new premises were situated midway between the
two parallel streets Mouffetard and Tournafort, the approach being through a
large coach door at No 11 rue Tournafort. As one entered the smaller door inset
in this typical Parisian coach entrance door one was confronted with a rather long,
dark tunnel, opening after some thirty metres onto a quadrangle surrounded on
all sides by buildings four stories high. The larger building to the right and the
one straight in front were to be the location of the seminary. A passageway led to
a further smaller quadrangle flanked again with high buildings to which access was
had from rue Mouffetard. That entrance and building, though owned by the same
landlord who owned the seminary block, was leased to a merchant who operated
off No 36 rue Mouffetard. The portion of the quadrangle flanking rue Tournafort,
and through which the tunnel-like approach was constructed, did not belong to
the landlord. This building had its section of the courtyard railed off in those days;
today there is no such division of the artistically laid out garden still showing the
location of the well from which all in the houses around the rectangle had the right
to draw water. The Rule composed at rue Rollin spoke of two sources of water,
the well from which water was drawn for ablutions of all sorts, and the fountain
from which drinking water had to be fetched. One presumes it was the same at
yet during this time

rue Tournafort.
This whole area of Paris has changed
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little

over the centuries.

Rue Mouffetard,

which today has

constant stream of tourists frequenting its old-time restaurants,
etc, was even more romantic looking in the eighteenth century.
Every shop and private residence had its own ensign hanging colourfully over
the footpath, vying with one another in their poetic and antique titles, some
secular, some religious. At least two of them contained reference to the Holy
Spirit. The ensign displayed by the seminary's new landlord, M. Arbolin, was
l'Escu de France, escu being the old French word for shield from which we get
our word escutcheon. This sign would have been displayed over the entrance
on rue Mouffetard and not on the building on rue Tournafort which did not
belong to Arbolin. Across the street from the entrance off rue Tournafort was a
gaming centre with the name: la Mort-qui-trompe. The total area owned by their
landlord was about 1,500 metres square. The portion rented by Claude was to be
at his disposal for the annual payment of 600 livres. This certainly seems to have
cafes, antique

its

shops

a bargain when one recalls that, for example, the annual fee for Claude
boarder at Louis le Grand was 368 livres. The details of the lease governing
Claude's tenure are not available to-day as it seems that the legal documents in
the family's keeping perished in the fires which raged in Paris in 1871 during the
civil strife in the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian war.
In recent years all this complex of apartments has undergone intensive
refurbishment. The courtyard presents the attractive appearance of an oasis
in the heart of the old Latin Quarter. This sheltered location provided a haven
of peace also for Claude's seminary, cut off as they were from the noise and bustle
of both streets by the flanking houses, but as to the condition of the premises they
acquired so readily and on such economic terms, we have no evidence. The
building had at some stage earlier been used by the Gardes-Francaise, a regiment
founded in 1563 to defend the royal residences in the Paris region. One can be
sure the place called for some modifications to make the premises at rue Rollin fit
their needs. And whereas in previous years it was a matter for Claude to compose
a rule with the house at rue des Cordiers or rue Rollin as his guideline, now it was
more a question as to how best to dispose the rooms and amenities in accordance
with the Rule as already written. The time would come for minor alterations in
the Rule to reflect the contours of their new home. But just now order had to
be imposed on chaos, allocating the available rooms for the various services. The
large room to be used as their oratory would call for special attention; perhaps even
for an overhaul.
One presumes work began on this major operation of transporting their
belongings once the academic year ended. The months of August and September
would then have been hectic. In the absence of Fr. Le Barbier most of the planning
would have fallen on Claude's shoulders and we can be sure, as Fr. Thomas

been quite
as a

reminded us in his memoir, that Claude got involved in the manual work himself.
At the same time he had to attend to the routine requirements of the seminary,

new students, supervising their tests, arranging for the annual retreat
year in their changed circumstances and planning for the ordination
of Louis Bouic come Quarter Tense in September. Above all there was the major
problem of procuring sufficient supplies of food and fuel, etc.
interviewing
for the

new

The Holocaust
All this

must have put an

When

intolerable strain

on Claude's physical and psychological

writing an account of himself in 1701 during the retreat in
preparation for a choice in life compatible with his talents and tastes he spoke of
the seeming contradiction between his delicate air and his near iron constitution:
reserves.
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enjoy excellent health, though I appear very delicate. I have a good stomach
am able to digest any kind of food easily. Nothing makes me ill. As
strong and as vigorous as anyone else, hardened to fatigue and work, I am
nevertheless inclined to be lazy and easy-going, applying myself only when
spurred on by ambition. 20
I

and

In the intervening years much had changed. He had tried to make sure that what
spurred him on was no longer ambition for self-glory. He had tried earnestly to
heed St. Paul's advice to the Corinthians: "Be ambitious about higher things". But
there were other changes: his robust constitution had taken a battering, partly due
to his own self-imposed mortification, partly due to an excess of work, but of late
due to lack of sufficient nourishment and to the incessant search for provisions for
his large community at a time when food was so difficult to come by. One thing we
can be sure had not changed: he remained faithful to his practice while as yet in
Louis le Grand, namely skimping on his own needs in order to share with those
he saw going hungry.
Looking back at the days of his intensely felt fervour after he had decided to
dedicate his life to the service of the Lord, he had written:

Of temporal possessions I had intended to keep only my health alone, so that
I could sacrifice it to God in the work of the missions. I would have been only
if, after having set the whole world on fire with the love of God, I
could have shed the last drop of my blood for him whose blessings were always
before my eyes. 21

too happy

Now

the Lord was about to accept this offered holocaust, the complete sacrifice
of all, even his health. The time had come when his physical system began to
crack under the strain. Earlier, when he had given signs of succumbing due to
a spiritual crisis, the adequate spiritual therapy was luckily available. This time,
when his physical powers began to snap, there was no suitable remedy to hand.
September had been a very trying month indeed but what eventually tilted the
balance is not related. One can imagine the Quarter Tense fast being observed
rigourously at a time when what he needed was a tonic. Perhaps matters were
precipitated by one of those cold spells that herald the arrival of autumn. Whatever
the particular reason for Claude's indisposition, he eventually went down with
pleurisy. When the seriousness of his illness was diagnosed he would normally
have been removed to the La Charite hospital conducted by the Brothers of St.
John of God for whatever medical care beyond the home care they could give in
those days. Claude had made provision for such critical cases in his Rule (189).
Unfortunately due to the aftermath of the severe winter and the persistent shortage
of food, the hospitals were full to overflowing. With the lack of organisation which
normally attends the reopening of the new academic year one can well understand
that the new set up at 1 1 rue Tournafort was not calculated to cope with Claude's
condition. When the news of his serious illness spread to the interested quarters,
people began to call to see what could be done. By then it was too late. We depend
details there are on Fr. Besnard writing many years after the event. He is
obviously relying on an account by eye-witnesses, whether it be the missing portion
of Fr. Thomas' manuscript or the oral testimony of Louis Bouic or Peter Caris, is
not clear.
must be grateful to Fr. Besnard for what he has preserved for us

on what

We

and

try to

read between his lines for what else

we would

gladly know:

While Father des Places devoted himself entirely to the cares demanded by
his nascent Community and exhausted himself by austere mortifications, he
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Portrait of

Claude on

his death

In the catecombs of P

bed

suffered an attack of pleurisy that was accompanied by a violent fever and a
him atrocious sufferings. But

painful tenesmus which for four days caused

not one word of complaint and still less of impatience escaped his lips. One
only knew that his sufferings were intensified because his acts of resignation
were more frequent. His very exhaustion seemed to give him new strength to
repeat over and over again with the holy king David: Quam dilecta tabernacula
tua, Domine virtutum, concupiscit et deficit anima mea in atria Domini. How lovely
Lord of Hosts! My soul is longing and yearning for
is your dwelling place,
the courts of the Lord. (Ps.83,(84))

O

As soon

as

it

was known

in Paris that

he was seriously

ill,

a great

number

of persons distinguished by their piety and their rank came to see him: the
Directors of St. Sulpice Seminary, of St. Nicholas of Chardonnet, of St.
Francis de Sales. The saintly Father Gourdan, to whom he was bound by the
strongest ties of friendship, also sent someone to visit him on his behalf. He
received the last sacraments in good time and after having received them with
full consciousness and in perfect peace of soul he passed away quietly around
five o'clock in the evening on October 2, 1709, at the age of thirty years and
seven months.
That was the holy and famous Father des Places, the founder of the Holy
Spirit

Even

Seminary

at this

in Paris. 22

remove the shock of the untimeliness of Claude's death makes us

"What a tragedy in the circumstances!" We can only try to
imagine what a shock the death must have been for all concerned but especially
for the students who had enjoyed the welcome security and his fatherly concern for
each and all, but were now face to face again with a future full of anxiety. Claude
had tried in his Rule and in his whole approach to living to teach them to take a
positive approach to death as a reality they should prepare for in their own lives.
The unexpected death of another, especially one as close to them as Claude was,
would have taken them entirely unprepared.
As to Claude's own recorded reaction to imminent death we are not surprised
that in spite of his total commitment to his great project for these young men, he
looked forward to death, painful though it was, as the entrance to the joys of his
Father's house. He had schooled himself over the years to facing up to the reality
of death as a factor influencing the whole of life. Not merely had he set aside one
day in the month to be lived as if it were his last but as far back as the retreat in
preparation for a choice of state in life, he was deeply struck by the new found
insight that one's death should give direction to one's ordinary daily life, that life
seen from one's death bed gave a correcting perspective. We recall here a few lines
from that meditation on death and even though the language is coloured more by a
rhetorical mood than by experience at the time, these lines take on a new dimension
in the light of his actual death:
involuntarily remark:

This is the secret which I have been looking for and which I must cling to. I
must keep reminding you, O my soul, lest you ever forget it. Remember your
last end and you will never sin. (Sir. 7,40). What an excellent piece of advice.. I
must live well so as to die well... In what condition do I wish to die? In the same
condition as the one in which I live... Since I wish to die the death of the just I
must live a life which is absolutely holy and entirely Christian... I am going to
begin doing what I would want to have done at the hour of my death.. What
austerities would I not want to have practised?
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These were, of course, the words of a young man but his life in the intervening
years as seen by those close to him show that he strove to live up to his resolution.
The "great number of persons distinguished by their piety and their rank" who

came to see him once the seriousness of his illness became known, came not merely
because he was the head of a large seminary but because of the impression he had
made on everyone by his personality and way of life.
The few named by Besnard are significant: the directors of the two major
seminaries, Saint Sulpice and Saint Nicolas du Chardnonnet; the rector of
Saint Francis de Sales hospice nearby for poor and infirm priests; and finally
that representative of the famed Fr. Simon Gourdan, monk of Saint Victor's
Abbey who, though he had bound himself by vow never to leave the confines
of the community, felt that he must show his solidarity with this young priest
whom he had learned to value so highly both for his work and his deep spirituality.
Besnard's list is obviously not meant to be complete. There is no mention of the
Jesuits, but we can be sure that the authorities at Louis le Grand were very much
involved in helping the students to come to terms with their traumatic situation
and in advising not merely with the details of Claude's obsequies and burial but
with the continuation of his work. It was of some interest for the Jesuits that this
highly successful initiative with which they were so closely associated should not
founder at this critical moment for lack of support and advice. But they would
have been there primarily out of respect and reverence for Claude himself who
had been so closely linked with their society and its ideals all his life, and none
more than they valued the man and his achievement.
One Jesuit we can be morally certain to have been there was Fr. Michael Le
Tellier. As director of the Aa at Louis le Grand (1700-05), as rector of the college
and later as provincial of the Jesuit order, he would have not merely known Claude
intimately but would have been involved in giving active support to his major
initiative. Recently appointed confessor to Louis XIV it may well have been due
to him that a professional portrait painter was summoned to 1 1 rue Tournafort
to do a sketch of Claude as he lay on his death bed clasping his crucifix. The
realism and sensitivity of that portrait in oils makes up in great measure for the
tantalising lack of other contemporary documents. As we gaze on the emaciated
features of this highly gifted and generous young man who had already spent
himself in the service of the Lord in the persons of the least of his brethren, we
get a vivid reminder of what it cost him.
When this painting was being cleaned in 1959 by a professional company it was
suggested that the artist may have been Jean Jouvenet who had done a similar study
of the noted Jesuit orator Bourdaloue. At that time it was not known that a portrait
of Claude as a student in Rennes had also been executed by Jouvenet.
One presumes that as the new seminary premises were in the parish of
Saint-Etienne, the obsequies took place in the exquisitely beautiful parish
church, Saint-Etienne du Mont, which was only a few minutes walk away.
At that time one of the many side chapels in this parish church was dedicated
to Saint-Claude but the chapel that would have meant more to Claude himself,
and to his students from now on, was the Lady chapel at the rear of the high altar:
it was in the shadow of that chapel that Claude was to be buried and where his
mortal remains were to rest for the next hundred years. But there was to be no way
of identifying Claude's grave: he was consigned by necessity and by choice to the
paupers' common grave. In the early days when there was adequate space around
the church there were individual family graves and a separate burial area for the
clergy. With the extension of the church and the increase in the local population
only the very wealthy could afford a separate grave. There were some among the
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well-off who, as a sign of their solidarity with the poor, left instructions that they
to be buried in the common grave. Such a person was Charles Rollin, the
writer and former provost of the University who had succeeded Claude and his

were

community at rue Rollin. Among the famous men buried in the Saint-Etienne
cemetery and to whom plaques have been erected are Racine and Pascal. As one
rea'ds through the list of other notable persons buried in the parish over the years
one comes across the name of an Irishman, Rev. Dr. Michael Moore; he had been
rector of the University of Paris the year Claude arrived from Rennes to begin his
studies at Louis le Grand. 23 One looks in vain, however, for Claude's own name
among these lists of notables who graced the parish and frequented the church.
In his meditation on death during his decisive retreat in preparation for choosing
a state in life, Claude had written:

my death what will remain of all that is earthly, what will the earth retain
of what is mine? A six-foot grave, a piece of evil-smelling cloth, a coffin made
of four or five pieces of rotten wood... Once I am no longer alive no one will
bother with me any more.
After

After a suitable time the rotten wood and bones were removed from these common
graves to make room for other burials. The bones were then stacked away in the
receptacles known as charnel houses. Early in the nineteenth century the Paris
authorities decided to close down these charnel houses having emptied them of

The bones were then removed to a new resting place
catacombs of Paris - the caverns left after the stones to build the stately
mansions of the city had been quarried from there. Claude's mortal remains then
their quota of skeletons.
in the

among the millions of skeletons artistically stacked along those catacombs,
each section named after the cemetery from which they were taken and graced with

are lost

from leading French authors.
Claude would have been dead and buried before the news of his serious illness
reached his parents at Rennes. We can but imagine the deep shock this news must
have brought for his ageing parents, though they must have had fears for the worst
suitable quotations

times as reports reached them about the alarming numbers of casualties in Paris
to the cold and hunger. They must have questioned Fr. Le Barbier about
conditions in the seminary when he returned in June but at that time there would
have been no particularly disquieting news to report about Claude.
A few poignant details have been unearthed from long neglected records which
serve as faint echoes of the family's remembrance of their only son. Claude's
father was an active member of the Mens' Sodality at the Jesuit Church dedicated
to the Purification of Our Lady and his name appears quite frequently in the list
of subscriptions made at the assemblies or weekly reunions. On one occasion we
find him requesting that three masses be offered for the repose of the soul of
the late Mr. des Places Poullart. These masses would have been offered in the
Jesuit church of St. Thomas' College where Claude had attended mass so often
in the past. A legal duty that Claude's father must have readily attended to was
to renounce all claims to his son's estate.
Another detail that has come to light and which speaks for itself: on 15 July
1710, Henry Le Chat and Jeanne Poullart (Claude's sister) nominated a chaplain
to serve at a small chapel dedicated to Saint-Claude in the vicinity of their chateau
at Vernee. 24
Claude's father, who had been in failing health for some years, followed his son
to the grave, 18 May 1712. He was buried in the family plot at the parish church
of Saint-Etienne, said to be the oldest church in Rennes. This church was closed
at

due
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to public

worship in 1791 but has survived as a building for secular use down

the present day having

to

been recently refurbished.

Sunday, 3 October 1718, that is the day following the nineth anniversary of
Claude's death, his mother, signing herself as Jeanne Le Meneust, handed over
her farm at Noyal-sur-Vilaine in support of the poor at Saint-Meen Hospital; the
chaplains were requested to have the rosary recited with the poor inmates of this
hospital three times a week in perpetuity for the intentions and the eternal repose of
the benefactress and for her deceased relatives and friends. Claude's mother died
28 August 1720 and was buried with her husband at Saint-Etienne cemetery.
December that year (1720) a great fire laid waste a large section of the town of
Rennes. Among the buildings which perished were the Basilica of Saint-Sauveur,
the Hotel de la Monnaie and the large dwelling house built to the orders of Mr. des
Places at the junction between rue Guillaume and rue de la Cordonnerie. And with
the family home perished the many souvenirs of Claude's youth which could have
been so valuable to his future biographers. His sister's husband, Conseiller Henry
Le Chat, made the following declaration for an official report on the great fire:

We have managed to save only a portion of our papers from the fire., those
which have perished had got to do with the inheritance of Mr. and Mrs. des
Places and their family and with the genealogy of Poullart. All that remain to
us are a few documents about our own affairs... 25
Part of the inheritance of the des Places family was the
the rent for which had

been assigned

Maison noble des Mottais,

Claude as his titulus clericalis. The bare
that in 1720 the property passed into the

to

legal document today merely relates
possession of Mr. Le Chat. 26
Finally, Claude's sister, Frangoise-Jeanne, whose death he almost encompassed
in childhood when the gun he pointed at her happened to be loaded, was to survive
him by fifty one years. She died 3 1 July 1 760 in the parish of Saint-Evroult, Angers,
where she was buried in the Le Chat family vault. 27

1720

fire in

Rennes
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