CHAPTER THREE

Third Level Student
1695-1698
Philosophy Studies
Claude was now sixteen and

a half years of age, still rather young for grappling
with the abstract notions of philosophy. But the fact that there was a course of
philosophy tacked on at all to a secondary school course may be even as surprising.
Yet we are assured that from 200 to 400 students availed of the higher courses of
philosophy and theology.
Though the college of St. Thomas was not a seminary in our understanding of
that word, i.e. with the teachers and college authorities exprofesso preparing actual
candidates for the priesthood, yet the majority of the students attending the courses
were aspirants for the priesthood. They would, of course, have to find a bishop to
adopt them for ordination at a later state. But there were also students attending
like Claude himself, who had not as yet chosen their career; and those who had
chosen a secular profession, principally law, accepted the philosophy course as
part of their liberal studies.
The large numbers are explained by the fact that though St Thomas' College
was a day school, students came to Rennes from surrounding towns and even
from more distant places. Again, we are told, Irish students were to be found
among them. 1 And not all were sons of well-to-do people. The education itself
was available free of charge from the Jesuits. We are assured of this by certain
writers like La Chatolais who speaks of the sons of artisans and bakers rubbing
shoulders with the sons of the nobility. There would be a difference in their
out-of-school standard of living of course. But even there the normal costs of
their keep were very low. There were hostels run by clerics and even by charitable
lay folk at minimal cost to aid these students. Those who could afford it had a paid
tutor to help them at their studies and even had one or two servants. Those who
could not afford to pay even the minimum cost of their keep worked as tutors to
families in the town and did menial jobs like serving at tables, sweeping up, etc.
Finally there were those students who depended entirely on charity and whose lot
was miserable but who sincerely wanted to get the necessary schooling to qualify
for admission to major orders. As we shall see it was to help such destitute but
worthy candidates that Claude was later to get involved. For the moment he had
no worries about his own material welfare. He was back again in his comfortable
home in rue Saint-Sauveur - continuing his trek each morning to St. Thomas'
College or, more likely, left and collected by the family coachman.
The philosophy course normally took three years to cover - the first year
being devoted to logic, the second to physics and the third to metaphysics and
mathematics. There were the regular disputations, when the matters taught during
the week, and the month, were covered and tested out in formal disputations which
were conducted according to a time-honoured protocol with far more stringent
rules of logical procedure than in our school debates. The syllogism was the
weapon, and detecting of sophisms in the pursuit of truth took the place of the
cultivation of eloquence in expression and control of gesture which was what was
stressed in their earlier rhetoric course.
The names of three of the professors in the philosophy faculty are known to us.
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As teacher
mentioned as having had a strong
formative influence on Grignion de Montfort a few years earlier. The professor
of physics (1695-98) is given as Fr. John Chauveau. Somewhat surprisingly the
professor of Logic at Rennes was an Irishman, Fr. Felix Byrne. Felix was born
in Dublin but as the Jesuit presence in Ireland had ended due to enforcement
of the Penal Laws, he entered the society in Paris the year before Claude's birth.
He was sent to Brittany to do his senior studies. After his philosophy course at La
Fleche he had spent five years attached to Quimper College as junior master. It
is quite possible that Irish Jesuit staff were welcome in houses in Brittany then to
cope with a sizeable Irish contingent of students in the wake of the Wild Geese
exodus. One presumes Fr. Byrne would have been fluent in Gaelic but by then he
would have mastered French sufficiently for teaching purposes. He had expressed
Principal

and

among them was

the professor of metaphysics, Fr. Prevost.

as prefect of the Sodality of

his preference for

Our Lady he

continuing to teach

at

is

second-level but for

some years

after his

ordination he was called on to profess philosophy instead. 2 For class purposes and
for the regular disputations the medium was not Gaelic nor local Breton, not even

French, but Latin.
The language for logic and metaphysics classes was certainly still Latin. That
presented no great difficulty in those days. French had gradually made its inroads
into the teaching of physics and mathematics since Descartes published his Essay
on Method - in French. One can be sure that the philosophy taught was the
traditional scholastic brand with the emphasis on the Thomistic approach,
although the Jesuits had their own great philosophical writers, notably Suarez.
The example of the Council of Trent, which placed the "Summa" of St. Thomas
side by side with the Bible, would be more than a pious memory. But it was not a
question of all philosophy being merely a matter of studying authors of the distant
past. A note of actuality had entered with the advent of Descartes, and a note of
controversy too even within the Jesuit order itself. 3
Descartes, as we have seen, was a student of the famed Jesuit college of
La Fleche, not very distant. He was a Breton and had been taught by Fr.
Guy Le Meneust who is stated by Le Floch to have been Claude's maternal
grand-uncle. His nephew, Fr. Descartes, was at the college in Rennes, an active
and very religious spiritual director and author. The Descartes family had a close
connection with Rennes as the philosopher's father had been a counsellor of the
Parlement de Bretagne there and some members of the Descartes family still lived
in Rennes, notably a Mile. Catherine Descartes (she died 1706) a member of the
Societe Litteraire de Mile, de Seudery and who is described as a fervent and adept
supporter of the theories of her uncle. The Descartes family lived in rue de la
Cordonnerie just across the road from where M. des Places was in the process
of building his new house. There were some enthusiastic admirers of Descartes
among the Jesuit Fathers themselves, but in general they subjected his theories to
a very critical scrutiny. The students could not but have been aware of this division
of opinion and it would have provided a welcome enlivenment to an otherwise
theoretical subject matter. In fact it has been claimed that Claude's own retreat
notes, composed at Rennes in 1701, show unmistakable evidence of Descartes'
j

influence.

The students, of course, had their own diversions when away from the classroom
though we are assured they 'talked, walked and dreamt syllogisms'. Not all, as
one might expect. There are references to students being discovered mitching,
asleep under hedges, bird-hunting, etc. when supposed to be at class. They had
their legitimate recreation time and holidays during which they are reported as
organising competitive sports, discus throwing, some form of handball, swimming,
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fishing

and even hunting.

It

could well be that

it

was on such

a

hunting outing with

the college students that Claude had his miraculous escape from death due to the
accidental discharge of a firearm at close range.

The town

authorities had to make regulations governing the behaviour of the
body of students who were known on occasion to cause disturbances of the
peace and to go on marauding exploits. The carrying of firearms and of offensive
weapons was made illegal and the hostels or pedagogies, as they were called, were
forbidden to allow their students to be out after 8 p.m. These pedagogies were
regularly inspected by the Rector of the college and no house was allowed to keep
students unless authorised by him. If visiting students were expelled by the college
authorities they had to leave the town within three days.
So as the students were sharpening their intellectual faculties they presented
a discipline problem to the town authorities, to the school, and to their parents.
Claude's biographer, Fr. Thomas, goes out of the way to stress that Claude
weathered this rather explosive period of normal development successfully due
to his own self-control and to the gentle but firm supervision exercised by his
parents who were in close contact with the school authorities. We have then to
read between the lines of his customary generalisations, applying these to the
circumstances of student life in Rennes at the time as known to us from other

sizeable

sources.

He

writes:

After his return to Rennes young des Places applied himself to the study of
Philosophy. This is usually a critical period of life for adolescents. They are

not so strictly controlled as when obliged to give an exact account of their
work. They get away with excuses when they have to appear in public. To
some extent they make up for lost time by applying themselves to reviewing the
assigned matter. Moreover, unlike elementary and secondary schools, there
are no longer any prizes and awards to honour the good students and shame
the lazy ones. In other words, there is less room for emulation. Reason alone
has now a right to be heard, but it is rare that one listens to it when the
passions clamour loudly and insistently and their shouts are backed up by the
conversations and the example of fellow students. Hence we have to admire a
student who is not carried away by such allurements and refuses to become
dissolute as soon as he is given greater freedom and independence. It is most
fortunate when the authority of the teachers is supplemented and backed up
by the alert concern of parents. Claude studied Philosophy under the eyes of
his father and mother and they would not have tolerated undue freedom or
waste of time. They knew how to maintain their authority and they redoubled
their watchfulness over their son. They fostered that noble spirit of emulation
which they had always observed in him and if they granted him a little more
liberty they took care that he did not abuse it. 4
Strict parental supervision, the encouragement of the will to excel at his studies, the
keen involvement in the study and discussion of philosophy need not in themselves
have produced a balanced character or have coped with the explosion that is part
of the coming of age, were it not that there was some training of the social
consciousness and active involvement in some form of creative social activity.
Competitive games and team and club membership were not then the vaunted
panaceas they have since become in the matter of providing at least a safety
valve. Claude was fortunate that his directors were not mere academicians. Of
Fr. Prevost, his regent for philosophy, it is recorded that he was, "a good religious,
that he was devoted to Our Lady, and was pastorally minded and cared for the
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formation of his students". We know also that apart from their regent the students
in having as director Fr. Descartes.

were blessed

Sodalities and Social

One

Work

of the principal means of the spiritual formation of the students, apart from
religious instruction proper, was membership of the Sodality of the Blessed Virgin.
The sodality had its regular prayer meetings in the college chapel at which they
recited the Office of Our Lady. There were special sodalities for each age group
with prayers and exercises in keeping with their age. For the seniors they had
printed a special book in 1678, the year before Claude was born, entitled Le
Secours des pauvres assistez dans lews besoins, a handbook of some 200 pages to act
as a guide to the members of the sodality in their visits to the poor and the sick.
The Jesuit Fathers were themselves the spiritual directors of houses of religious
sisters in the town, notably the Augustinians who were in charge of the Saint- Yves
Hospital, an institution with a long and noble history of caring not merely for the
sick as such but also for the aged, the orphans and the disadvantaged sections of
the public. Naturally the Jesuits encouraged the members of their sodality, present
and past students, to involve themselves actively in the visitation of this hospital and
the other such institutions in the town, to read to the patients or inmates during
meals and to teach the young the catechism.
One contemporary writer gives us the following idealised picture of the working
of these sodalities conducted by the Jesuits as part of their pastoral activities. At the
meetings of the sodalities spiritual books were read, the word of God preached, the
sacraments frequented, people learned how to pray, the divine office was recited
by some, prayers were said in public and private, people encouraged one another
by word and example to be zealous in the practice of all the virtues, voluntary
collections were made and the alms brought to the reticent poor, to prisoners
and to the sick; one learned to make a retreat from time to time to put one's life in
order. In a word one learned to serve God and obey one's superiors, fulfil all one's
Christian duties, to perform the duties of one's state in life, to love one's neighbour
5
and spiritual needs
Recent studies by professional historians have produced amazing evidence of
the breadth and intensity of the influence of the Jesuit sodalities on every aspect of
Catholic life throughout Europe for two centuries. 6 They had special sodalities for
all ranks in society from royals to artisans so there was a pooled bank of expertise
and influence ready to be brought to bear on initiatives that were undertaken. This
was to be sensed in particular in their involvement in social work, their efforts
to help the poor, to influence the running of hospitals of various types and their
care of those in prison. The members of the sodalities of Our Lady were not the
only people involved in such works but their cohesion, nationwide solidarity and
pooled experience enabled them to act with co-ordination and sustained effort,
especially in the collecting of funds and in their distribution through personal
contacts. Visitation of the sick in hospital, bringing them material and pastoral
care, was one of the main duties of certain sodalities, especially the Congregation
des Messieurs (The Gentlemens' Sodality). Claude's father was a member of this

in his corporal

.

.

.

sodality. 7

Students were coopted on to the sodality from Rhetoric class upwards. Each
stage of students, rhetoric, philosophy

and theology, had

their

own

separate

meetings in the college chapel with community prayers and instructions on their
duties as active christians. It was not a matter of all prayer and no active work even
at this stage. They were encouraged and supervised in the work of catechising the
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children, many of them orphans, in the home for such attached to St. Yves'
Hospital conducted by the Augustinian Sisters. Students were also particularly
instructed in their duties at home and in the school.
Claude then would have been involved with the sodality of Our Lady from an

young

and its ideals and organisation were to have a determining influence on
and vocation. Apart from the regular meetings of the sodality at school
Claude would have been familiar with its work through his father's membership
and from the proximity of the family home to a presbytery where regular meetings
of young men were held in what was an off-shoot of the sodality, namely in the
pastoral care of the various groups of inmates in the large hospital of St. Yves. The
Jesuits were chaplains to the sisters' community but the chaplaincy of the hospital
was the concern of the parish clergy.
Fr. Julien Bellier, the chaplain at Saint-Yves' Hospital was a remarkable, active
and pastorally minded priest. A native of Rennes he had been educated all through
by the Jesuits at St. Thomas' College. During the summer months he had joined
with some Jesuits from different communities in preaching missions in neglected
country parishes. It was the common custom to involve members of the sodality
of Our Lady in the organising of such missions, marshalling the people for the
various religious exercises and catechising the young in the elements of their
religion. 8 It was unusual that a non-Jesuit should be involved in conducting
meetings of sodality members but then Fr. Bellier was a very unusual man. He
held regular meetings in his own house near the cathedral for specially chosen
members. He presided over their prayer meeting and discussions on religion
and related topics. Above all he encouraged them to help him in the pastoral
care of the various inmates of the large hospital to which he was chaplain. They
were encouraged to take special interest in the orphans, looking after not merely
their religious education but also to help train them to a trade and help fit them
for some employment.
One who profited richly from his contact with the sodality, and in particular with
these meetings held in Fr. Bellier's house, was Grignion de Montfort. Till then he
is reported as having led a very retiring career cut off in his devotions from contact
with the ordinary people. 9 It was the beginning of his great pastoral concern. And
indeed as one reads the account of Grignion's first chaplaincy at the hospital in
Poitiers in 1701, his work among the invalids, his catechism lessons to the poor
scholars in the town, his encouraging them to join the Sodality of Our Lady at the
Jesuits, etc., - it all sounds as if he had only set out to imitate the sort of work he
had seen l'Abbe Bellier do at Rennes. Again his great work later in the preaching
of missions throughout Brittany was but a participation in an apostolate to which
Fr. Bellier had devoted himself so generously all his life.
There is no documentary evidence in Claude's case that he was actively engaged
in the sodality work at this period, though as we shall see there can be little doubt
that he had been a member. He was too young in 1892/3 to have taken part with
Grignion de Montfort in those meetings at Fr. Bellier's house but we can be certain
that as a next door neighbour he was well aware of their existence and would have
early age

his life

learned of their purpose.
One other form of activity engaged in by Fr. Bellier in this house a few years
later was to have a decisive influence on Claude, namely his giving free board
to poor students who wanted to study for the priesthood but could not afford
the financial outlay necessary in those days. Taking responsibility for the needy
clerical students was not seen by members of the sodality as part of their normal
duties.

That Claude was to make it his personal concern
was no doubt due to the example of Fr. Bellier.

sodality
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later as a

member

of the

Fr. Bellier

was not the only one

closely connected with

Claude

in those years

who was deeply involved with the practical day-to-day care of the poor. Claude's
own godfather, Le Comte Claude de Marbeuf, was for years intimately involved
in the administrative section of this care for the poor.

meetings of
hospitals;

le

Bureau

des pauvres

and when eventually

which looked

failing health

He

presided

at

most of the

of the
prevented him from maintaining
after the administration

of the Board for the Poor, a delegation came to
town house to present an address of appreciation in remembrance "of all the
kindness and works of charity he had performed over so long a period in favour of
the poor in the hospitals". 10
Claude's father had not much place in his busy life for this type of voluntary
aid which was a great consumer of time and money. More of this later. There is
evidence, however, that Claude's mother on the contrary was generous with both
her time and property in the succour of the poor. She is on record as having acted
on thirty occasions as sponsor at baptism to children, mostly of the poorer classes,
and that in itself tells the story about her intimate involvement with their day to day
lives. After the death of Claude and his father she disposed of a farm she owned in
favour of the poor in the hospital of Saint-Meen. 11 So when Claude mentions in
his retreat notes that his deep sympathy with the poor would always be a deciding
factor in this choice of a career, it was not from the wind that he got that.
this active interest in the affairs

his

Claude's father took a close personal interest in the proper education of his son
and heir. He had an eye to the future and an eye to business. His business interests
were far flung involving a wholesale trade in cloth, wax, corn, cattle, etc., that had
ramifications throughout Brittany. This necessitated a certain amount of travel. He
may have taken Claude with him on previous occasions but we have no reference to
any such trips till "the vacation that followed his first year". Fr. Thomas mentions
that he visited Saint-Brieuc and Nantes but he has no information as to the reason
for these trips. Saint-Brieuc and Nantes are in opposite directions from Rennes,
so there must have been very specific reasons for visiting both these places.
As Claude's father was born at Brehand-Montcontour, some 15 miles from
Saint-Brieuc, one can be reasonably sure that the main purpose of his journey
was to visit the ancestral home, whether this was the first time for Claude to do
so or not we have no way of knowing. Pere Le Floch in his biography states that
Claude had travelled on a school outing, under the supervision of a class regent,
to Saint Malo and Mont Saint-Michel. These visits he reminds us would have
given Claude his first real taste of his roots as it were, because life in Rennes to
an extent was a conscious echo of Versailles, and in his classical studies it was the
civilisation of Greece and Rome that had helped fill his imagination. But now he
had a chance to see the stock from which he had sprung and see at first hand the
life of the country folk in Brittany. Especially he must have been introduced to the
home crafts which produced the cloth, wax, etc. which till now he had seen merely
as wares in his father's spacious stores. 12 We have no indication of the length of
their stay nor unfortunately of Claude's reactions to the ancestral way of life.
The visit to Nantes again may have been a return to family roots, this time on
his mother's side as it is thought that the Le Menuests originally hailed from
there though Claude's mother was born nearer Rennes at Fougeres. Fr. Guy Le
Meneust, SJ, is given in his obituary as a native of Nantes. It is possible that des
Places business interests may have necessitated this visit to the seaport town on
the Loire. It was from this port that much of the products of Brittany, its fabrics
in particular, were exported to Spain. But it is also possible that the visit was not
unconnected with the further plans for Claude's own future career as it would be
taken for granted at this stage that he was to follow in the footsteps of his father
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in qualifying for the legal profession.

As there was no

faculty of law at

Rennes

nearest place where Claude could pursue his studies would be
at the University of Nantes. So a reconnoitring tour of the terrain was part of the
practical planning ahead to be expected from des Places senior. One thing we can
at this period, the

be assured of is that he did not go there as a mere sightseer.

A Mystery Misdemeanour
When referring to this trip to

Nantes Fr. Thomas made this typical comment:
"However, it does not seem that he became dissipated in any way, for undoubtedly
he would have noted it in the list in which he wrote down these two trips, as he had
done for many other items of the same list". 13 How one would have wished that
the list referred to had survived! Then we would not be so dependent on what Fr.
Thomas has selected for our edification. It would appear from other sources that
something untoward happened during this trip which Claude bitterly repented for
the rest of his life but which remained a mystery and posed problems for Claude's
biographers till the indefatigable Pere Michel uncovered what most likely is that
skeleton hidden among the out-of-court settlements for October 1697. That Fr.
Thomas knew of the existence of a serious misdemeanour on the part of his hero
is abundantly clear as we shall presently see; that he knew the precise nature of that
misdemeanour is not at all certain; that he has mistaken the time when it happened
seems to be certain; but then Fr. Thomas never allows a precise date to disturb
the flow of his moralisings. And in fairness we must remember that he was writing
principally for the students of the seminary founded by Claude and the life story
being written is for their edification. He places this slip from the highest moral
standards of behaviour as being the result of the uncontrolled freedom thrust on
him while doing his university studies in Nantes, i.e., after 1698 instead of in 1697
when Claude was still a student at St. Thomas'. He was then eighteen and a half,
old enough to be allowed travel to Nantes with a fellow student. They travelled on
horseback whereas their luggage was carried by the public coach. Claude, as the
son of the Juge-Garde, had the legal right to carry a sword and it would appear
that this was not altogether for appearances in those days of frequent attacks by
highwaymen.
First let us hear what Fr. Thomas has to say about this fall from grace on the
part of his hero though the narrative reveals more about the writer than about his
subject.
It was agreed that he should go to Nantes to study there. Beyond all this
young des Places wanted more freedom. He did not foresee that his love of
freedom was to become for him a source of the deepest regret and the bitterest

remorse.

This

last

What could be referred to here? When
made by Claude at the end of the school year Fr.

sentence makes our ears prick.

commenting on

Thomas added:

the retreat

it
(a retreat) he remained faithful to his good resolutions for a
considerable length of time for a young man of honour who had such high
ideals of virtue but also at the same time was exposed to the bad example,
the conversations and the ridicule of the freedom-loving students who were

After

his friends. It is not enough to make good resolutions and courageously to put
them into practice. One has to persevere till the end, for it is on this that the
crown and salvation depend. Young des Places persevered only forty days.
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This laconic phrase stimulates our curiosity further.
beans when he goes on to say:

It

seems

Fr.

Thomas

is

about

to spill the

We come now to the most humiliating phase of Claude's life. God forbid, that

The honesty I must practise as a historian would of itself
such a course. Moreover, it may be useful for my readers
to be shown how dangerous it is for one who has not yet left behind him the
fiery passions of youth, to be left to his own counsel, no matter how excellent
the education he may have previously received.
I

should suppress

it.

suffice to prevent

Still in

suspense we tolerate Fr. Thomas's moralising in the hopes that he
But he goes on:

is

going

to deliver the goods.

Those who have not yet emerged from those

critical years can draw from this
account a lesson in prudence, others who have fallen will learn to do penance
and correct their ways. Others who have preserved their moral integrity will
give thanks to God, or combine gratitude with penance following Claude's
example.

By now we should be

getting to the juicy facts; but not so Fr.
again waffles on into vague generalities!

Thomas! He once

Finally everyone can find here an opportunity for edification, for

it will be seen
he came to regard a behaviour that would not have seemed
irregular in the eyes of the world. They will see how he did penance for his
faults, zealously endeavoured to restore to God the honour he had stolen from
Him through his sins, and recognise that God can make even sins serve His
glory and can turn evil into good for the sinner, as St. Augustine remarked,
following the words of St. Paul: 'To those who love God, all things co-operate
unto good'. 14

how

in later life

one cannot but feel let down after all that build-up. Fr. Thomas
goes on then to speak of life at Nantes as if there was nothing further to add. So
the mystery remains unsolved.
When we turn to Claude's own notes we find the mystery even deepens.
Contrary to his normal habit he refers to some incident in his life which seems
to bear out the facts that Fr. Thomas shirked describing. He writes as follows:
All very pious, but

He

(God) worked miracles for me. So as to attract me to himself he closed his
enormous crime which constituted my crowning iniquity, committed
as it was at the very time when he was exerting his greatest pressure to bring
about my conversion. Far from resenting it he used it to touch my heart. His
excessive patience began to pierce my very soul. I would not have hesitated
any further had I dared hope for that which in his goodness he did for me,
but which I had no reason to expect from him. All I need do is to recall it
here without putting it down on paper. Only God and my heart ought never
to forget this, his most startling act of mercy ever: God, so as to exact an act
of gratitude without parallel; my heart, so as to love forever and exclusively
such a bounteous benefactor. 15
eyes to an

lines were written some years later when Claude had advanced in the ways
of prayer and intimacy with the Lord, when even the smallest failings in the love
of God and one's neighbour were seen in a different perspective from that of
the ordinary Christian who is not over-worried, provided his conscience does

These
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not accuse him of grievous sin. Claude's language here is reminiscent of the
Confessions of St. Patrick who also, when on the point of giving some longed-for
details of his personal life, pulls himself up saying, "It would be tedious to relate",
and goes on to talk about the eternal truths of the mercy and love of God! But
we, Hying in an age when biographical details have taken over from those eternal
verities even in the lives of our saints, feel entitled to search through Claude's
revelations of himself to seek out, as it were, for his Achilles' heel, on his own
admission. The majority of people would suspect that it is some sin of sex that
Claude and Fr. Thomas are referring to, especially as the latter quoted from Saint
Augustine at that juncture. But a perusal of Claude's confession would seem to
give the lie to that suspicion. Claude never at any time accuses himself of any
misdemeanours in that direction and even states that the Lord had preserved
him from pronounced temptations of the flesh. His predominant passion was the
search for glory, the desire to excel. Listen to his own words as he tries before
God to examine his inner self in an effort to find God's will for him in his choice
of career.
I

seek independence and yet

am a slave

of' grandeur'.

I

am

afraid of death,

and

therefore a coward, but one that is unable to meet with patience a marked
affront. I am sober in the matter of pleasures of the palate and tastes, and
rather reserved in the matter of pleasures of the flesh. 16

sentence speaks for itself, but the remark, "unable to meet with patience
affront" seems to square with what Pere Michel has unearthed from the
dust of the out-of-court settlements that have kept their secrets for centuries. Since
it is to Pere Michel's diligent researches we owe this incident let us give him the
honour of relating it:

His

a

last

marked

The morning

of October 8th 1697 Mr. Poullart des Places presented himself
accompanied by two notaries of the Crown at the inn L'Hostellerie du puits
Mauger which still stands in the rue de Nantes. The three men entered the
room occupied by Pierre Le Huedez, a coachman from Batz, a small townland
in the diocese of Nantes. Le Huedez had just brought a charge before the
Criminal Court of Rennes 'against two private individuals, one of whom,
dressed in brown doublet and mounted on a black horse, had stabbed him
with a sword through the arm and had inflicted a flesh wound on his body'.
He agreed to cede to Mr. des Places all rights 'to pursue the extension of
the aforesaid charge, and never to revoke this ceding of his rights on whatever
pretext possible'. In exchange for this surrogation des Places would pay the
coachman sixty pounds and engage himself to pay for the medical expenses
of the treatment till fully cured. He also engaged himself to pay all expenses
already incurred in connection with this criminal charge. As soon as the
contract was signed he repaired to the judge to withdraw the charge made
by Le Huedez and so left not the slightest trace on the criminal records of the
courts. 17
this unnamed youth "dressed in the brown coloured doublet" be for
des Places, Juge Garde des Monnaies, leading merchant and otherwise
public and respected personality, would so demean himself to try to extricate him
from the grips of the law? There seems to be only one explanation. As some
students were travelling between Rennes and Nantes, their luggage going by coach
while they rode separately on their own or hired mounts and sporting their swords,
a dispute arose; one of the students, who considered his dignity affronted by the
\\

ho could

whom Mr.
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coachman, drew his sword and lunged out at him because "he is unable to meet
with patience a marked affront".
As Pere Michel remarks, echoing the very comment made by Fr. Thomas about
the dreadful behaviour of his hero which he does not dare mention, most of the
other students would not have been in the least shocked by being involved in
such an incident. In fact, they might even boast of it later in the telling. Yet even
though the university students of the period were frequently involved in sword
fights among themselves and with a defenceless public, and occasionally appeared
in the court for it, Claude's father just could not afford to give the opportunity to
some of his sworn legal enemies to have this case subjected to their tender mercies.
This was all the more vital just then as he was involved in a major legal battle
with the local authorities who wanted to coerce him into assuming the onerous
but economically unrewarding office of Provost of St Yves Hospital. What he did
not know as yet was that the previous day, 8 October 1697, the hoped for royal
injunction in his favour had been given in Paris!

Presuming that Claude is the young gentleman in this incident, we can well
imagine that the experience had a salutary effect on him at the time. That the
significance of this lesson deepened with time is clear from what he wrote himself
later and from what he confided to others. And most remarkable, it was a similar
such incident in the life story of his model, Fr. Michael Le Nobletz, which may
well have helped convince Claude about the particular type of priesthood the Lord
expected him to opt for.
Pere Le Floch believes that Claude made another short trip, to visit his friend
Grignion de Montfort. Grignion had left Rennes for Paris in the autumn of 1693.
Montfort is on the route from Rennes to Montcontour, Claude's father's native
place. Grignion's family may have returned to their native place near Montfort
some 15 miles away. He had kept up correspondence with his uncle, Fr. Robert
de La Visnelle, attached to the church of Saint-Sauveur and living beside the des
Placeses. One can be sure that Claude would have been anxious to be kept posted
on his friend's progress at Paris and the deeply spiritual tenor of these letters could
not but have had their effect on his outlook on life.
How often Grignion returned to Brittany during holiday time is not clear but
that he did return once is certain - at least to the family home in the parish of
Iffendie near Montfort where his people still kept the family farm of quite sizeable
proportions. Here several of Grignion's friends came to visit and consult him on
matters spiritual. One such friend, Fr. Blain, a former schoolmate at Rennes, put
his recollections on record. There is actually no record of Claude having made
the trip but it would have been the natural thing for him to have done once
he knew Grignion was in that vicinity. From the subsequent close co-operation
between the two in Paris and from the references made to their close friendships
in earlier years, it seems almost necessary to postulate some other contacts than
those which happened prior to Grignion's departure to Paris when Claude would
have been only fourteen and a half. Claude and Grignion would have much more
in common at this stage than in the earlier years as Claude was now in the middle
of his philosophical studies.

Student of the Year

On

the feast of St. Luke, October 1697, as the academic year began at St.

Thomas' College,

his final year at school for Claude and in every sense
wrote: "It would be impossible for me to explain in detail
the wonderful education which Claude's parents imparted to him and the progress

the climax. Fr.

this

was

Thomas
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he made in his studies. I know only that he fulfilled their expectations on both
scores". This was true all along the line but more spectacularly in this his final
year at St Thomas'. He now brought to bear on his studies the result of his years
of practice at concentration on the work in hand to the exclusion of all distractions.
His intensive study of rhetoric helped him in the many disputations which were the
test of the students' grasp of the philosophical lore they had learned in the lecture
hall and from their text books. As the year progressed it became clear that Claude
was indeed the leader of his class. To sift out the leader was of importance to the
professor and to the school as on this choice would depend so much at the great day
at the close of the academic year when the school went on show and on trial before
the invited elite of the town and, in a sense, of the province, as Rennes housed the
institutions of the province.
The big day in the school year consisted in a public disputation ranging over
the whole course of Philosophy taught at the school and the central figure was
the student chosen to present his thesis, namely a clear and succinct statement
of the principal tenets of his professor's teaching i.e. Fr. Prevost. He had then
to answer the objections put by attackers. A formidable task for any student but
the most coveted award sought after by all students was to be that one chosen to
represent his school. 18 It would be a great day in the life of the student certainly,
but also a red-letter day in the history of his family. As it was also a very important
matter for the school, great care went into the eventual choice. He must be not
merely the leader in matters academic but also a worthy representative from the
point of view of behaviour and public address.
In fact the student so chosen was almost invariably the president of the Academy
of the school and the prefect of the Sodality of Our Lady. Seldom could there
have been a more worthy choice than Claude Poullart. 19 He was possessed of
the intellectual brilliance, the solid scholarship, the assured and graceful public
address and he was widely known to be a model in his behaviour in and out of
the home, and, most surprisingly perhaps, because he was popular with his fellow
students and with his teachers. Finally Claude had the backing of wealth, and that
mattered because the lavish display put on for such an occasion was at the expense
of the family. By this time, as Fr. Thomas tells us, Mr. des Places was a rich man
"whose wealth multiplied daily". And though he was not a man to waste money,
he knew how to do it big when the occasion required. This was a dream occasion
presented to him as a doting father and as a shrewd public figure. Mr. des Places
literally went to town on it! As Fr. Thomas put it: "The financial outlay on this
event was extraordinary". As was the custom, placards and posters announcing the
event and the subject of the thesis were put up all round the town.
Printed copies of the thesis itself were prepared and circulated beforehand to
those who expressed the wish to challenge the defendant during the proceedings.
These included not merely the students, philosophers and theologians, but
members of the teaching staff, members of the religious orders in the town some of them Doctors of the Sorbonne, and others of the educated fraternity
who looked forward to participation in this open forum. Of course it was not
a mere free-for-all from the floor of the house. The proceedings followed a
time- honoured protocol of formal objections and reply with a chairman to see

were observed. 20 There were also elaborate programmes for all invited.
But above all there was the artistically ornamented scroll from which the defendant
read his thesis before the assembled audience. This was usually done on vellum by
a firm in Paris who specialised in such artistic scrolls and who imprinted on them
the portrait of the personage to whom the thesis was dedicated. In this case a very
special effort was called for as the personage in question was none other than His
the rules
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Comte de Toulouse, son of Louis XIV,
to

whom

Claude dedicated

his thesis

Highness le Comte de Toulouse, the son of Louis XIV, who had been appointed
two vears previously Governor of Brittany! This was considered a very apt choice
as the Comte was but a year senior to Claude and had already proved himself in
battle to be no mere figurehead. But one can be sure the choice had been cleared
at the proper channels as a matter of courtesy. Who the intermediary was is not
recorded. One need only think of the de Marbeufs and the Ferrets. And one can
be sure the college authorities needed little coaching in such matters. The choice of
this particular patron was the main reason why this school event, which took place,
25 August 1698, received such extensive coverage, 3 pages, in the November issue
of Le Mercure Gallant, the social and personal gazette of the period. As it is the
only contemporary mention in print of Claude Poullart traced to date it is worth
quoting from.

Le Mercure

Gallant,

We

have received

this

month

that

November 1698:

this report

from Rennes

Mr. des Places

in Brittany for the fourteenth of

Poullart, junior,

defended

a very

good

thesis

Comte de Toulouse, Governor of the province.
There was a very distinguished assembly, including members of Parliament
and a large number from among the nobility as well as others of high rank
and distinction, all of whom came to hear with obvious joy the praises sung
there which he dedicated to

le

of this great Prince.

The

ceremony was richly adorned with tapestries and
was erected on which stood a magnificent dais covered in crimson
relieved with gold. On this was placed an armchair and a magnificent stand on
which was placed the thesis which was on satin framed in gold and enriched
with many mementoes of the exalted office of Admiral of France with which
the Comte de Toulouse is vested.
The thesis was introduced by Mr. de Guersan, Counseiller au Parlement,
whose oration was greeted with sustained applause. Then the defender of the
thesis made his pronouncement in a very spirited manner.
So many people came forward then to challenge this thesis and to pay tribute
to the heroes in whose honour this festival was being kept, that it would take
eight full days for the defendant to reply to all their objections. But one can
safely say in praise of this young philosopher that if he were keenly attacked
his defence was more brilliant still. His solutions appeared so ingenious and
delivered with such grace and ease that he aroused the admiration of all who
21
heard him
The traditional prize awarded to he philosophy student of the year in Jesuit
schools was a handsome leatherbound volume of the works of Cicero. The
splendid portrait by Jouvenet commissioned on this occasion depicts Claude
in an assured pose, dressed in the Jesuit school uniform, and clasping the
place chosen for the

a platform

.

.

.

coveted trophy.

The

richly ornate scroll containing the thesis or

treasure kept by the family.

One presumes

that

Grand Act was
Claude

left

it

a highly

honoured

as a souvenir to his

mother and in that case it must have perished with all the family papers in the great
fire which wiped out so much of Rennes in 1 720. The prizes which he brought with
him to Paris, and which were treasured there in the Seminary which he founded,
are presumed to have been lost in the Revolution.
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