CHAPTER ONE

Early Years
1679-1688
Family Background
There are many remarkable things about the life of Claude Francis Poullart des
Places. That he launched his great project at the age of twenty four must make
him qualify for the title of the youngest founder of a major religious society in the
church. That his project survived his premature death at the age of thirty was little
it. But that he should have
work in the first instance was so totally at variance with his origins
and upbringing one is compelled to ask what caused him to turn his back on status
and wealth to embrace poverty and a life in the service of the poor. He owed so
much to his good parents and yet his outlook and life was a rejection of so much
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alliances, and by the fact that one of its members, William Poullart, had been
Bishop of Rennes and St. Malo, in the second half of the XlVth century.
In more recent times the family's fortunes had declined and when the nobility in
Brittany was subjected to a reorganisation with a view to raising funds for the royal
treasury, under Colbert in 1668, Francois Claude had reluctantly to forego his
claim to noble status, due to his inability to produce the required titledeeds. But he
was pledged to recover the status of nobility for the family if the Lord blessed him
with a male heir. In the meantime he set about re-building the family fortunes. 1
Francois Claude studied Law and qualified as avocat, or barrister at the
Parlement de Bretagne. He combined a remarkable business acumen with a
brilliant command of legal knowledge and competence. These talents he used
to conduct his own affairs but he also put them at the disposal of the leading
bankers of Rennes, Ferret du Tymeur and Michel de Montaran. In token of
appreciation for services rendered he was entrusted with the collecting of all
the temporal revenues of the great Benedictine abbeys of Saint-Melaine and
St. George. This happened just a few weeks before his marriage 27 May 1677
to Jeanne Le Meneust, a wedding gift doubtless! Frangois was also responsible
for the collecting of the revenue for the abbey of Saint-Sauveur at Redon, for the
priories of St. Croix de Chateaugiron, of St. Nicholas de Montfort of Plechatel,
and he was responsible for the collecting of the revenues due to the Archbishop
of Rennes. This work embraced collecting the tithes, allocating the farm lands of
the monks and even involved the overseeing of the maintenance of buildings of
some of these big religious houses. Of course, he collected his professional fees
in each case! Though he specialised in farming ecclesiastical revenues he was
also deeply involved in the collecting of tolls and tariffs for the farm produce
of various regions in Brittany. As well as the work of farming taxes and tolls he
found time and taste for getting involved directly in the wholesale trade in grain,
cattle and textiles. Besides all this commercial activity he engaged in the purchase
of property, land and houses in Rennes, and throughout the neighbouring towns
and countryside. One of the houses acquired in the early period was La Maison
Noble des Mottais, the rent from which was to be his son's titulus clericalis, the
1
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guarantee of temporal means of support which was demanded of everyone before
being allowed to proceed to major orders.
All this property and commerce should have been subject to heavy taxation in
those days when Colbert finecombed the taxable resources of the realm with a
heavy hand to cope with the royal expenditure in matters of conducting wars,
building palaces, etc., but even here the uncanny genius of Mr. des Places had
all planned. He secured the post otjfuge-Garde des Monnaies, Legal-custodian of
the Mint, a post which in itself carried no salary but which exempted the holder
from taxation as well as conferring on him many of the trappings of nobility. That
post was secured in 1685 when his son Claude was already six years of age and by
that time the course of his career was being carefully plotted so as to ensure that
he bring back to the family the full status of nobility.
That Francois Claude was in his 37th year when he married was not entirely
due to the fact that he was so much immersed in his legal and commercial
interests. His marriage was postponed for several years because of his fiancee's
deep commitment to a family where she was a devoted and treasured governess, a
family whose friendship and support meant much to Mr. des Places because, apart
from its distinguished noble status, its head, Le Comte de Marbeuf, was president
a mortier of the Parlement de Bretagne. The governess and fiancee in question,
Jeanne Le Meneust, belonged to a long established family of St. Leonard de
Fougeres, a town some 30 miles from Rennes on the road to Paris. Her father,
Gilles Le Meneust de la Vieuxville, was collector of fouages (house and fire tax)
in the Baronies of Fougeres and Antrain. It would appear, however, that he was
a native of Nantes. He had died young and in the words of a chronicler "he left
his daughter nothing apart from a good education". This education stood her in
good stead when her friend, one Nicolle Lyais, also from Fougeres, who became
Marquise de Marbeuf, recommended her as governess to her sister-in-law, the
wife of Le Comte de Marbeuf, President of the Parlement de Bretagne.
For the next nine years Jeanne was to live a busy life in caring for the Marbeuf
family at the Hotel de Marbeuf in Rennes and at their various chateaux at Laille,
at Gue and at Servon. She became very much the heart and head of this family,
especially after the mother died in 1674. She was so much a part of the family that
she was chosen in preference to many of the titled relatives as sponsor in baptism to
their second daughter, named Jeanne - Claude. By that date already, 1668, Jeanne
Le Meneust and Francois Claude des Places were well known to each other as
their names appear in a parish register as sponsors at the baptism of a friend's
child. They may well have been even then intent on marriage but Jeanne's deep
commitment to the Marbeuf family prevailed on her to put off her own marriage.
When the mother, Louise Gabrielle, died, Jeanne took over the complete care
and education of the family, calling on her cousin, l'Abbe Pierre Cheux de la
Maisonneuve, to act as tutor even though by that time he had been appointed a
pastor. Even after Le Comte de Marbeuf had remarried she remained on for a
year to smooth the take-over by the new woman in the lives and affection of the
younger members of the family.
During all these years of patient waiting Francois Claude des Places was, as we
have seen, busily engaged in extending his legal practice and in amassing a huge
fortune. He also acquired apartments in the vicinity of l'Hotel de Marbeuf 'beside
the ancient Gate of St. George'.
The marriage ceremony eventually took place far away, however, in the parish
of Servon-sur-Vilaine, the explanation being, of course, the presence of Jeanne in
the Marbeuf chateau there at the time. The marriage ceremony was performed
by her cousin, l'Abbe Pierre Cheux, in the presence of the Marbeuf family and
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Births and Baptisms
Francois Claude and Jeanne having put off their marriage were now both
approaching the 40 years mark. For a time it was feared there would be no
family. They prayed the Lord to bless them with a child. After two years a child
was born, a son. Needless to say they were thrilled. So were their neighbours and
friends, the Marbeufs. Next day the child was brought to the nearby abbey church
of St. Peter at St. George's to be baptised. Luckily the baptismal certificate has
survived in spite of the great fire of Rennes, 1720. The document is bristling with
noble titles and provides a fitting overture to the scenario being planned for him.
We quote:

Claude Francis, born yesterday, the son of nobleman Claude Francis Poullart,
lawyer at the Court, and Madame Jeanne Le Meneust, his spouse, Lord and
Lady des Places, has been baptized in this church by the noble and illustrious
Sir Julian Roussigneul, its Rector. He was held over the holy baptismal font by
the exalted and puissant Lord, Sir Claude de Marbeuf, Lord of Laille, Gue
and other places, member of the King's Council, President of his Parliament
in Britanny, Godfather; and Madame Franchise Truillot, Lady of Ferret,
Godmother, who together with several other persons of quality have affixed
their signatures this day, February the twenty-seventh, 1679.
(signed) Claude de Marbeuf (President of the Parliament
Franchise Truillot (Lady of Ferret)
(Claude) de Marbeuf (Abbot of Langonnet)
F.Thounenin, Marie Le Gouverneur, Frangois Goyuon de Beaucorps,
Gillette Lexot, Ferret, J. Goussigneul, Rector of St. George's. 3

His sponsors then were none other than the Comte Claude de Marbeuf himself,
president of the Parlement de Bretange, and Franchise Truillot, daughter of an
attorney of the Parlement de Bretagne. Franchise was a friend of the famous

Madame de Sevigne, and had married Barthelemy Ferret, des Places'
banker friend. Her two brothers-in-law, the Reverend Canons Ferrets, were to
have a determining role in Claude's choice of vocation in later years. But for the
moment the spotlight is more on his godfather after whom he is named Claude,
and Francis, of course, after his father. 4
Where precisely the des Places house was at this period cannot be pinpointed.
There are three indications given to guide us, namely, "near the Abbey of St.
George"; "very close to the St. George's Gate"; "near the Hotel de Marbeuf. All
these three landmarks are, of course, in the same general area, clearly marked on
the old maps of Rennes and close by the old town wall, St. George's Gate being one
of the main gates to the city through this protecting wall. The Hotel Marbeuf was
actually outside the city wall on the east side. This mansion, which must have been
well known to Claude, still exists. 5 It is likely that the des Places' home was within
the walls in what was known as Place Saint-Georges, the introduction, as it were,
to rue Saint Georges, the prestige street of Rennes, in fact of Brittany, as it leads
on to the Palace of the Parlement de Bretagne. This whole area was known as 'The
Street of Robes' because it was the preserve of those who were entitled to wear
writer,

robes of office or the costumes of the nobility. The area was known as the parish
of St. Peter at St. George's, a separate parish in those days. The Saint Georges
referred to was an ancient abbey of Benedictine nuns. This abbey had acquired
centuries previously the revenues, etc. of the St. Peter's Church on condition that
they undertook responsibility for the pastoral care attached. This called for the
building of an extra chapel at the abbey which catered for the public, the pastor in
charge being in the pay, as it were, of the abbey. It was in this beautiful old church
- no longer extant, that Claude was baptised and it is there that he attended his

church services. 6
His parents, mindful of their fervent prayers to the Lord for a child, dedicated
him to Our Lady and had him dressed in white 'till the age of seven' as a reminder
to himself and to all that he was so dedicated. 7 What effect this had on the growing
boy we can only guess, but it is certain that Claude from a very early age had a
deep personal devotion to Our Lady, as had his mother and indeed his godfather.
Le Comte de Marbeuf is on record as having bequeathed funds as a foundation
in perpetuity for masses to be said in honour of Our Lady of the Rosary, with
the expressed hope that a confraternity of the Holy Rosary be established in that
church. And Claude's father is on record as being a very active member of the
Sodality of Our Lady of the Purification, at the Jesuit College, in his later years.
Finally when Claude's mother made over part of her estate to St. Meen's hospice
for the poor she stipulated that the chaplains should recite the rosary with the
inmates three times a week. 8
Little is known of the early years of Claude's life. The next event registered in
the des Places family record is the birth of a daughter 20 August 1680. We learn
from her baptismal certificate that the baptism took place in the family home. This
indicates that she must have been delicate from birth. The solemnising of the
baptism took place later at the Church of St. Peter's at St. George where she was
officially named Jeanne-Claude. Her sponsors were Claude (junior) de Marbeuf
and his wife. One notices that the close link with the Marbeufs is maintained and
also that the same Christian name seems to crop up ever so often. The joy at the
presence of a girl in the family was short-lived as Jeanne Claude died at the age of
five months: so it is unlikely that Claude had any memories of this sister. She was
buried in one of the cemeteries attached to St. Peter's Church. 9
Over five years were to pass by before the birth of the next and last child, again
a girl. By this time the des Places family had moved house. The move did not
take them very far away, a mere few minutes' walk, but it did involve moving into
another parish; so the youngest member of the family, called Jeanne-Frangoise,
was baptised in the church of St. Germain. Once again the Marbeufs and the
Ferrets are the sponsors, this time Franchise Marbeuf, la Comtesse du Hou, and
Jean Charles Ferret, Counsellor of the Parlement de Bretagne. 10
Three of the Ferret family will appear again in our story in connection with the
setting up of a seminary for poor scholars in Rennes, a work which would no doubt
influence Claude's own vocation. The parish church of St. Germain will also figure
in connection with his choice of the dedication of his work to The Holy Spirit as
a confraternity dedicated to the Holy Spirit was established there in 1698. It is in
this church, in fact, that the magnificent plaque to the memory of Claude and his
associates was unveiled in 1959 to mark the 250th anniversary of his death.
The des Places family as we saw had moved house when Claude was six. One
might ask why? We cannot be sure. Did they not own a house of their own at St.
George's Gate? There were not many houses available in that area which they had
probably chosen in order to be near the Marbeufs. St. George's Abbey rented out
apartments in the portion of the huge complex that bordered the public road at the
first

Place Saint-Georges. It could be that des Places senior in his bachelor days had
found it convenient to rent rooms there even while he was buying up property in
other parts of Rennes and its environs. Finally we must remember that des Places
was responsible too for part of the temporal affairs of the Abbey.

Moving Upwards
The house they now moved into was also rented, this time from the Franciscans.
The move to rue des Cordeliers, or St. Francis' Street, brought them closer to the
Hotel des Monnaies where des Places from then on was to have his main theatre of
operations as Juge Garde des Monnaies - the Legal controller at the Mint. It also
brought them to the doorstep of the Palais de Bretagne, the seat of the Parlement
of Brittany; and this institution had by now a special significance for des Places in
his designs for his son's future. Another possible reason for the des Places moving

Abbey could have been a certain amount of unpleasantness that
developed between the good ladies of this wealthy Benedictine abbey and the local
population. One cause of the friction was the accumulation of rights and privileges
claimed by the abbey over tolls and fishing rights along the river Vilaine. Also a
sport centre, jeu des paumes, constructed near the boundary walls of the abbey was
notorious for the bad language to be heard coming from there, due it seems to its
becoming a gamblers' haunt. The Sisters (some of whom were of the blood-royal),
sought for and succeeded in getting certain restrictive clauses passed by the town
councillors but in the absence of an adequate police force there was no serious
effort made to enforce these restrictions. In fact the offenders responded by pelting
stones occasionally through the windows of the Mother Abbess's room and even
when she moved out of the range they used a gun to drive the message home to
the Abbess in her exalted retreat! She may be the same abbess who designed the
massive mansion in 1650 and had her own name sculptured in large letters across
the masonry to a length of some 50 yards, namely Magdelaine Lafayette. Part of
the imposing frontage of this building was only being completed, incidentally, the
out of St. George's

year Claude was born.

The subsequent history of this religious institution need not detain us here
except to mention that it suffered severely, as did all religious houses, from the
French Revolution. St. Peter's church was suppressed and eventually demolished.
The abbey itself was taken over as a military barracks. Since 1921, however, it
houses the social services headquarters of Rennes. Severely damaged by fire it
has been beautifully restored and renamed as St. George's Palace, one of the
showpieces of Rennes. 11
No trace of the church where Claude was baptized and where he made his first
contact with church life now exists, apart from the sketches that survive and some
Museum. Some large metal letters survive in the rear wall of the
former convent facing towards St. Peter's Church. The original inscription seems
to have been 'Jesus et Maria'. One wonders what, if any, impressions this contact
with the abbey and church of St. Peter's at St. George's left on the young Claude.
But like so many other questions on his early formation, extant records afford
objects in the
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given reason at a later date to believe that the Blessed Virgin had
accepted their offering for they were convinced that on several occasions the

Mother of God has used her power to preserve their son's life. This was also
the belief of Fr. Des Places himself. He always had a tender devotion towards
Mary, as appears from his many devotional practices in her honour and his zeal
to communicate this love of Our Lady to souls who were dependent on him.
His parents took great care to instil piety in him at a tender age and
neglected nothing to give him a careful Christian education. As is the case
with a great many saints, his childhood diversions presaged the state for which
God had destined him and the services which, for the good of the Church,
he wanted to obtain from him. He occupied his time with the building of
chapels and erecting small altars. He used the money he received to buy
what he considered necessary ornamentation for them. His great pleasure
was to imitate the ceremonies which he had seen performed in a church.
Sometimes his parents' patience was tried by it but if he desisted for a while
out of obedience to them, he was soon back at his favourite way of playing a
little

later on. 12

In spite of the generalised nature of these statements and the lack of concrete

do emerge. Firstly, that the parents were devout Christians
and not merely nominal church-goers. Secondly, there is quite an illuminating
insight on Claude's temperament and the childhood games of the age. In the
absence of meccano sets and other modern hobbies, cowboys, games, etc., the
boy's imagination fastened on what he saw in the nearby church - the religious
services and the sacred ornaments. The church, not the cinema or theatre, was
the first contact with the big world outside the family home, where he was the
lone child. The father was abroad, busy with his legal and commercial affairs
which would have meant little to the child. Had he access not merely to the public
church but also to the Abbey conventual church? One can imagine that the services
there, the singing, the ornamentation, were something above the ordinary parish
church standard. It is possible too that the Benedictine sisters felt themselves
pastorally involved, at least with the more devotionally disposed, and with the
children. But then Claude's association with St. Peter at St. George ended at the
age of six. And what could he have bought from his pocket money for the making
and ornamentation of his play-time chapels? There were, incidentally, some of
the Abbey rooms at street level along the main road rented as shops; the rooms
available for renting as living quarters were in the upper floor of this block.
The des Places family as we saw moved house early in 1685, a matter of some
hundred yards, the full length of rue Saint-Georges, and then into the rue des
Cordeliers at right angles to it and facing the big square in front of the Palace
of the Parlement. The exact site of their house may well be traceable on maps in
this instance as the house was owned by the Franciscans. At least one such house
was identified and named Maison du petit Mont adjoining the Friary proper; but
all this area was reconstructed after the great fire of 1720.
The Franciscans were long established in Rennes, being asked in 1230 by the
Duke of Brittany to take charge of St. James's Hospital, a house catering for the
pilgrims to St. James of Compostello, Spain. That hospital was soon closed but
the Franciscans remained on in possession of an extensive portion of the centre
of Rennes. It would seem, however, that the public authorities still had claim to
use the property and buildings on occasions for official assemblies. The Chambre
des Comptes held sessions there in the XVth century. The Parlement of Brittany
established in 1561 made its headquarters there until the Palace was completed
in 1665. The palace was actually built on grounds formerly used as the Franciscan
cemetery. Even the Etats de Bretagne often held their assemblies there, the nobles
detail, certain things
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using the refectory as their theatre of deliberations while the clergy and Tiers Etat
in what seems to be a portion of the building usually used as a bank. Madame
de Sevigne has left us an account of the lavish festivities held in Rennes during
the sessions there of the Etats. Buffets, etc. were set up inside the Friary proper
to cater for the large gathering of V.I. P. 's. How much of this life was witnessed by
Claude at the age when he was most impressionable we don't know. 13
Of some interest in the story of Claude, is the fact that the law schools were to
be established here in the eighteenth century on being transferred from Nantes. It
is ironic to think that Claude had to spend some years away from home in Nantes
pursuing his legal studies in the faculty which was to be transferred to his own door
step in later years. But that refectory, which saw so many big and varied events
even in Claude's schooldays, was to be the seat of the revolutionary clubs after the
Revolution had suppressed all religious houses and confiscated their property. Rue
des Cordeliers, or St. Francis' Street, is today known as rue Hoche, named after
the General Hoche, commander of the unsuccessful French invasion of Ireland
at Bantry Bay. During the Revolution he commanded the forces who suppressed
the organised opposition to the Revolution in the western provinces of France. 14
The Franciscans had, of course, a church which dated back to the 13th century,
and even though it was demolished in 1834, detailed accounts of it are extant. A
detail of note for Irish readers is that one of its side chapels was dedicated to St.
Fiacre. One wonders again what contact Claude had with this church and with
the Franciscan community. They were their landlords and it is unthinkable that
they would not have been on very close relations. But the Franciscan church in
the shadow of which they lived for five years (1685-1690) was not their parish
church. They were, officially at least, in the parish of St. Germain.
St. Germain was one of the long established parish churches of Rennes,
traceable back to the 12th century. The present church building has parts dating
from the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries. 15 The first official contact the des Places
family had with St. Germain was the baptism there (11 December 1685) of their
third and last child, named Jeanne-Frangoise. The godmother was Franchise de
Marbeuf, Comtesse du Hou, and sister of l'Abbe de Langonnet. Her godfather
was Jean Charles Ferret, Conseiller du Parlement.
Jeanne-Frangoise, unlike her elder sister, was to see a ripe old age and was to
inherit the des Places' fortunes when Claude opted not merely for the priesthood
but for a life of poverty. Claude was almost seven years when Jeanne Franchise
was born and he tells us in his retreat notes that he had a very tender affection
for her. Till her arrival he was the centre of the des Places home, but one can well
imagine that his mother, a very experienced educator after her years devoted to
caring for the Marbeufs, was not likely to spoil her own.
Finally, taking a look into the future: it was in the Church of St. Germain near
the main sacristy that Jeanne-Frangoise's son, Henri Le Chat, was to be buried.
Claude had acted as sponsor at his baptism. 16
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Early Education

When

Claude arrived at school-going age there were no regular primary schools.
John Baptist De La Salle had opened his first such school the year Claude
was born but it would take many years before any network of primary schools
spread throughout the country. In the last months of Claude's life he was to
be engaged in a tentative scheme of co-operation with De La Salle to prepare
schoolmasters for rural and poorer areas in France. For the moment, however,
it was only the wealthy who could afford to engage a private tutor to give their
St.

children any methodic training in the three R's. We saw that Claude's mother
had secured the services of her cousin Father Peter Cheux de La Maidonneure
to aid her in the instruction and schooling of the Marbeuf young children to whom
she acted as governess. He remained on with the Marbeufs until 1681 but there is
no record that his sendees were availed of to initiate Claude into the art of reading
and writing. Often in those days the people who were glad to be employed in such a
service were the "poor scholars", i.e. clerical students studying for the priesthood.
These attended lectures in some college while they boarded out as best they could
and tried to pay for their keep from whatever odd jobs they could find. This was
not a satisfactory situation for these candidates to the priesthood and it was in
remedying this state of affairs that Claude was to devote his life later. One wonders
if he had the services of such a poor scholar in his own preparatory schooling. If
so, it was one further manifestation of providence at work in his life. Fr. Thomas
in his usual generalised style has this to say:

He had not only to satisfy his regent but also had to reassure his parents.
During holidays he was required to give an account of the time he spent
on his outings and of his duties. On Sundays and feast days he was asked
to give a summary of the sermon. Mr. and Mrs. des Places did not shift on
to anybody else the responsibility for the education of their son who was so
dear to them and on whom the hopes of their house rested. As a result they
had the consolation of seeing their carefulness well rewarded by his academic
achievements and by the great promise of excellent qualities... 17
It is not clear whether the word 'regent' here is meant to be taken in its normal
connotation of regent of a class in secondary school, or a tutor employed by the
family. What is abundantiy clear is that the parents supervised in detail the studies
and conduct of their son. It may well be that both parents, being educated people,
took over completely the education of their son in these early days, but it is unlikely
that they could afford the time. Someone must have taught him to write at an early
age as his first recorded signature at the age of 7 shows a remarkably mature
hand. This was the occasion of his signing the parish register in the Church of
St. Germain when he acted as sponsor for Claude Floh, a son of an employee of

his father. 18

One notices the importance of the church services in the life of the people at a
when the Sunday sermon was the only public speech which was heard during
the week. Of interest too is the importance given to the promenade which usually
time

an organised school outing of recreational and educational character.
this would have quite a significance because of the many churches,
institutions, public buildings, ancient fortifications, etc. It was after all the capital of
Brittany and a promenade on which Claude was to be questioned was bound to be
more than a moping-round-town affair. And then without moving far from his own
house he was at the very heart of the administrative centre of this ancient province.
The Etats of Brittany held their irregular meetings in the very complex in which
he lived, and across the street from him was the permanent seat of government
in practice, the Palais du Parlement de Bretagne (Palace of the Parlement of
refers to

In

Rennes

Brittany).

The Palace
Claude may be said to have literally lived in the shadow of this institution from
the age of six to eleven. Indeed he was never allowed to lose sight of it, as it was
the cherished dream of his parents, certainly the determined goal of his father,
that he

10

would one day take

his place in that seat of

honour
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du

Parlement de Bretagne and in so doing restore the family to its full status of
and not merely the limited status enjoyed by the family of the Juge-garde
des Monnaies.
This parliament was not a sovereign and independent law-making institution
as we know parliaments today. Brittany had been annexed to France away
back in 1500, after many years of conflict, when Charles VIII married Anne
of Brittany. In 1561 it was granted it separate parlement which was the
administrative headquarters of the province. The fortifications of the town were
partly demolished in 1604 and some years later it was decided in principle that a
building in keeping with the dignity of the Parlement de Bretagne be erected. In
those days that meant a palatial edifice. The site chosen was the open square in
the centre of Rennes, known as St. Francis Square, and was under the control,
if not the ownership of the Franciscans. Until this building was completed the
parlement had its general meetings in the Franciscan priory. 19 The first plenary
session held, 16 January 1655, in the as yet unfinished building, was conducted
by President Claude de Marbeuf.
The palace of the parlement was rated by the much travelled writer, Madame
de Sevigne, as the most beautiful in France, and Saulner in his turn wrote of the
institution: "Of all the parlements in France, Paris apart, none has greater style
nor plays such a grand role as the parlement of Brittany". The people of Brittany
were jealous of their independent tradition and resisted the severe encroachments
on their rights and property by the central government when Colbert's taxation
net spread wide in its sweep (1675). The people of Rennes revolted but were
severely suppressed and in punishment the parlement was transferred for a period
to Vannes. M. des Places lost his title to noble status at this period due to inability
to produce the required title deeds.
By the time Claude was born the parlement had returned to Rennes and it
had taken over possession of the palace, though the interior decoration was still
in progress. They had, in fact, secured the services of one of the leading painters of
France, who had contributed to the decoration of the palace of Versailles, namely
Jean Jouvenet. 20
It is more than likely that young Claude's contact with this palace went further
than watching the external pomp and ceremony, the arrival of the coaches, the
display of official robes, etc. As his father was an avocat du parlement or barrister
his business would have taken him frequently to the sessions there. And then the
President of the Parlement was none other than Claude's godfather, Le Comte
Claude de Marbeuf. The splendour and spaciousness of this big building could not
but have impressed him deeply. In later years, when he weighed up the prospects
for him of a career in the legal world there, his criterion was, 'would it help him
to protect the poor?' But there was nothing small or mean about his outlook on
the world. And at this stage of his life he was not looking to this institution for
what it could do for him; rather his approach was what he could do on his own
personal merit. His father, one can be sure, with an eye to the future, was much
more calculating in the contacts that he cultivated and the influence that he won.
One incident must be mentioned. In 1694-5 the painter Jean Jouvenet was
commissioned to do part of the interior decoration. Claude was then in his
sixteenth year and would have been more fascinated by the artist at work than
by the palace grandees. He may have been introduced to him personally by
Comte de Marbeuf who would be responsible for commissioning him in the first
place, or by Barthelemy Ferret, his godmother's husband who, apart from being
a conseiller of Parlement, was the treasurer and paymaster for all expenses and
wages in connection with the, palace. This could explain why Jouvenet would have
nobility
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taken time off to do the sketch which may have served as the basis of the portrait
of Claude which is preserved today in a Munich Art Gallery.
1690 mav be a red letter day in Irish history because of the Battle of the Boyne
and all that. It was a red letter year for the des Places family too: it was marked by
a further change of house, and the arrival of a cousin, Anne Marie Lamisse, to live
with them as part of the household. 21 The arrival of Anne Marie must have made

Claude was the sole child for years. Even when Jeanne-Francoise
no comradeship, they being separated by some 6 years. In
1690 she was still only five. So the arrival of Anne Marie, his cousin on his father's
side, must have made quite a difference. Then the change of house marked another
era for him as he was now more able to appreciate such an event than when they
moved from Porte-Saint-Georges. The new move was again not far, a matter of a
few hundred vards, but it was in some ways like going into a different world.
quite a change as

arrived there could be

A Formative Milieu

One

did not move house lightly in those
Franciscan owned house was up. In
actual fact the real question is why they did not move sooner. From July 1685, as
Juge-Garde des Monnaies, Mr. des Places was entitled to reside free of charge in
the premises provided in the Hotel des Monnaies. Perhaps their living quarters in
the big complex were not yet completed. From 1690 to June 1698 the des Places
family are on record as having lived in rue Saint-Sauveur, the street flanking the
church of that name and linking it with the cathedral. Once again it has not been
possible to pin point the exact location of the des Places home and we have to
remember that most of that area perished in the great fire of 1720. One of the
ancient houses which escaped the fire and which has been restored in recent
times, No 5, at the corner with rue de La Psallette, was known in the 18th century
as Hotel du Saint-Esprit and Maison des Chevaliers du Saint-Esprit. It would be
a rare coincidence if the 'House of the Knights of the Holy Spirit' had been lived
in by the future founder of the Seminary and the Congregation of the Holy Spirit.
Records show us that his house did change hands in 1690 but the new owner is
not given as des Places. 22 What is of relevance to our story is that it was in this
clearly defined area that Claude was to spend the years when he was most open
to being consciously influenced by his surroundings. Many of the houses in that
quarter had been at some time or other used for ecclesiastical purposes, mostly in
connection with the cathedral and the church of Saint-Sauveur. Two places which
were to influence Claude were the house lived in by Fr. Julien Bellier, who kept an
open house for his youth groups, and the church of Saint-Sauveur where Grignion
de Montfort was to be a daily visitor because of the presence there of his maternal
uncle Fr. Alain Robert de La Visuelle who acted as assistant pastor.
It was from this house in rue Saint-Sauveur that Mr. des Places was to
mastermind his ambitious scheme to buy up much of the property along rue
de La Cordonnerie which ran parallel with rue Saint-Sauveur and was linked
to it by the short street, rue Guillaume. It was in this property that Claude's father
was to build the new family home to his own specifications and the offices, coach
houses, storerooms etc. which were to serve as the headquarters to their expanding
business operations. 23 His offices at Hotel des Monnaies were just conveniently

One might

days.

It

ask again

why

did they move?

might well be that their lease

in the

across the road.

The

itself, which took centuries to build, was undergoing the final
towers were being completed during Claude's last years at Rennes.
main years of his life as a student were spent in this area, quite near the house

cathedral

touches as

The
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in rue Guillaume occupied by l'Abbe Bellier whose influence on his life was to be
paramount. The few incidents recorded for us by Fr. Thomas about life in the des
Places home are to be located in this area.
Rue Saint-Sauveur took its name from the church of that name which had been
given the rank of a Basilica. It had a long history but its principal title to fame is
that one of its side chapels housed a famous shrine of Our Lady known as Our
Lady of Miracles. The most famous miracle according to tradition was that the
statue of Our Lady saved the city during the Hundred Years War by indicating the
exact spot where the English invaders were tunnelling under the fortifications and
thus alerted du Guesclin and his men. The statue escaped destruction by the great
Fire 1720 and was hidden away during the Revolution. It was replaced in 1876 and

ever since it has drawn its clientele of devotees; the votive tapers in abundance give
evidence of this. 24
The pastor at Saint-Sauveur was Fr. Alain de La Visuelle-Robert. He might
never have been heard of afterwards were it not that his sister's son, known to us
as St. Grignion de Montfort, came to live with him in 1685 in order to be able to
attend the Jesuit college, St. Thomas. Louis Marie Grignion had been born near
de Montfort some fifteen miles from Rennes and he was in later years to assume

name de Montfort in place of his family name de La Bachelleraie as a symbol
of his total break with kith and kin. His father, like des Places senior, was an avocat
or barrister but he made no fortune from his profession. He moved into Rennes
in 1689 so as to be able to give his children the chance of a good education. They
lived for a while in the vicinity of St. Germain church where we find Grignion's
signature as a sponsor and at least one of the family was baptised in that church. It
is quite possible that they were well known to the des Places family even before the
latter moved house to rue Saint-Sauveur as records show that des Places' official
notary, called on to witness legal documents at this period, was Mr Chasse an
uncle of Grignion. 25
Though St. Sauveur Basilica was not on the direct route for Grignion as he
travelled to and from St. Thomas' school, he visited the shrine of Our Lady of
Miracles there every evening and spent at least an hour in prayer. 26 It was at this
shrine that Claude, six years his junior, most likely made his first personal contact
with Grignion and thus began a friendship that was to have fruitful consequences
for both. Their mutual devotion to Our Lady, rather than the legal background of
their respective families, was the source of their friendship. It is possible that when
Claude was starting off at St. Thomas' the des Places parents got Grignion to act
as his guardian angel as he moved from the sheltered situation of his home to the
huge school where there were over three thousand students. From 1890 the route
followed by Claude to school passed through rue du Chapitre where Grignion's
family then lived, and as it is almost certain that in the beginning at least the family
coach was put at Claude's disposal with a servant in attendance, we can imagine
them picking up Grignion en route. What is certain is that Claude and Grignion
the

were close friends

and since this was not due to their being together
remembering the disparity in their ages, it was outside school
brought them together. We will have occasion to hear something
at this stage,

within the school,
activities that

about these extra-curricular

activities,

but

the great Jesuit college of Saint-Thomas

Claude.
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first

we will make our acquaintance with

which had such

a formative influence

on

