CHAPTER 3

Universitij Studies in

Law

Nantes 0695-1701)

Up

Claude shared with his family his desire to become a priest,
and Jeanne had looked upon their son as a little boy to be told
what to do and not to do. But now, having married late in life and already in
their late fifties, they began to realize that he was a young man with
a mind of his own and ready to place his entire future at the service of God
to the time

Francis

—

a decision that

would put an end

A Voung Man's

to

all

their

own plans

for him.

Choice

However, no matter how much his parents may have thought him too
young and immature to make such a Hfe-decision, they knew him better than
oppose him outright or worse

still,

not take him seriously

like the

parents of

Giovanni di Bernadone, the founder of the Franciscans, whose father went as
far as to publicly

disown

his son.

Fortunately for Claude, his father, although a hard-headed business-man
like St. Francis

of Assisi's father, was more

tactful.

As once before when Claude had finished high school
his dad,

who,

at the

time thought his son too young to

ophy, consulted Claude's teachers and followed
that

Claude could benefit from a repeat

now, once more, he turned to the

Fr.

final year

at

such an early age,

start the

study of Philos-

de Longuemere's suggestion
of high school in Caen, so

Jesuit Fathers for advice.

The Nantes Solution
Since Claude, always, apparently, in a hurry and ahead of schedule, was for

the

moment

too young to enter a diocesan seminary or a religious novitiate

(Pre-novitiate or pre-seminary residences being non-existent in those pre-

Vatican

II

days!), his Jesuit

mentors suggested that he spend three years
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at the
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View of Nantes.

would have the widest possible selection of
in Law, Theology, Arts and even Medicine.
Even Claude himself could see the wisdom of this interim decision since he
had not yet fully made up his mind whether to become a priest or to remain a
good Catholic layman. A degree in law would be useful in either career.
As far as Claude's father was concerned, the Nantes solution was doubly
attractive. First, a Licentiate in Law from the Univerity of Nantes would be an
open-sesame to political advancement if his son ever decided to become a parliaUniversity of Nantes, where he

major and minor options

mentary

And

lawyer.

— courses

secondly, since Nantes, a busy international seaport, also

controlled a considerable

amount of

the national trade (being situated

Loire River that was navigable inland for
for his son to

make

more than 200

miles),

what

contact with the right people in France's rapidly expanding

export and import trade with

its

colonies, if ever

he decided to take over the man-

agement of the now more than twenty thriving des Places business

On

the

Rpad

enterprises?

Nantes

to

In late September 1698, then, one can imagine the

and Francis

on the

better place

as they

saw Claude

off,

not in a carriage

mixed

this

feelings of Jeanne

time

(as

when he

left

Caen and Paris), but on horse-back fully armed and a sword in his scabbard.
Their boy was on his way to university and all was right with his world and
for

their's

.

. .

when suddenly disaster

Claude and

his

struck!

companion had

scarcely

left

Rennes when on the highway

Nantes an unfortunate incident occurred that might have ended, or

to

at least

jeopardized, his whole future as a parliamentary lawyer or his ordination to the

priesthood.

He

got into

some

sort of altercation, physical or verbal, with Pierre

Le Huedez, a coachman from Batz
his

rank

little

temper, drew his
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(a small village

near Rennes). Considering

commoner's actions or remarks, Claude lost his
sword and struck him twice, injuring the man on his arm and

respected by this
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body. Pierre was
start for

very

unarmed and sued Claude

an aspiring lawyer or a future

human

common assault. What a terrible

for

What

priest!

a stupid mistake or

what

a

interest story!

Claude's father hushed
for the rest of his

life

up the incident but

— uncovering,

of his character or as he put

as

it

its

memory would haunt Claude

did, the Achilles heel or

cowardice in the face of danger and his inability

The Nature of the Altercation
One can only surmise the reason

to take

weak spot

complex, his

later: 'his upper-class superiority

it

even a simple jeer or insulf.

Claude to lose control of himself.

on a local (young
must have been something serious for
Perhaps, it was a remark from someone who

knew

real title to nobility

for this physical attack

or old) man, but one can be sure that
the des Places family had

no

it

and taunted

that Claude,

although riding a high horse was no better than his 'ould-lad' always acting the

made wealthy only by exploiting

gentleman; or one of the upstart nouveau riche

underpaid sans

culottes

working

class

people

.

.

Claude, at any such insult to

.

himself or his father, would have seen red!

However

now

it

this

may

have been or whatever Claude's regrets afterwards, for

was simply a case of

legal

proceedings against

Here, fortunately for Claude, his father

came

him

for

common

to the rescue

assault.

and used

his

influence to have the charge not only withdrawn but entirely struck from the

Criminal Records.

The Cover-Up
Fr.

Pierre

Thomas, unearthed the

Claude and so humiliating for his

details

father,

of this episode so embarrassing for

and described the cover-up:

"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

sion of the aforesaid charge,
rights

on whatever pretext

des Places
to

pay for

this

would pay

the

all rights 'to

and never

possible'. In

coachman

to

pursue the exten-

revoke this ceding of his

exchange for

sixty

this surrogation,

pounds and engage himself

the medical expenses already incurred in connection with

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''
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A

Settlement

Out of Court

Often in accounts of Claude's
for her

well-merited credit

life,

wonderful influence in his childhood but

is

given to his mother

or none

little

is

ever given to

Claude's father for his strong presence and guiding hand throughout his
son's career.

man

Francis des Places was a
great father

for

all

young man, he waited

—

a

wonderful husband and

eligible

bachelors in Rennes as a

seasons

and grandfather! One of the most

for years for his girl-friend, Jeanne, to

end the saga of her

long self-sacrificing devotedness as a hired governess to the Marbeuf family and

when

Claude, a young 'spoiled brat' nearly killed his

gun loaded.

self for leaving his

When

his teenager pals, Francis, grateful only that his son
bill.

And now, when

Claude,

sister,

Francis

blamed him-

Claude nearly got himself killed by one of

was

paid the doctor's

alive,

of pride as he rode out of Rennes on

full

'a

black

(owned or hired by his Dad), hit the dust, as it were, like Paul on the road
to Damascus, it was his father, like another Ananias, who picked him up, cleared
his name and continued to believe in a boy who had so badly let the family
horse'

down

in this ugly brawl. In

many

rassing experience of

bad publicity because of

modern

times,

it

would have been

prominent businessman or

a

like

the embar-

politician faced with

a daughter or a son's unacceptable

conduct or clash

with the law.

Nantes Law School

in

One can imagine how

memory

the 16905
the ride to Nantes that should have been a cherished

Claude must have become

for

nightmare to him

a

studies at the University. Hearing only long distance or

of

how the
down

settle

case against

him was

to work, thinking of

ated his father not so

damage he was doing

much

going,

it

as

he began his

second-hand accounts

must have been difficult for him to
let his mother down and exasper-

how he had

with the

to the family

legal

expenses of the case, but with the

good name.

In his later reminiscences, Claude considered this whole period as one of the

darkest in his

life

for in addition to this 'disgrace' at

home,

noble aspirations were being severely tested by his peers, the

his high ideals

and

'lawless' students

of

the university.

As one contemporary put

it:

''Instead of being locked in discussions with their professors in the halls

of learning, these law-students of Nantes were engaged in brawls,
fights
city",

and even sword fights on
so

much

the streets

and on

so that, even allowing for exaggeration about these law

students' unruly conduct

and

neglect of studies,

it is

a matter of history

that just thirty years after Claude's graduation in 1735, the

School

itself

fist-

the outskirts of the

had

to

be taken out of Nantes by a Royal Decree

Law
and

transferred to Rennes.
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This

wliy, while

is

Claude apparently kept

remember he was not dealing now with
Rennes, but with a much older and more
olds

from every corner of France and
"Claude's eagerness to

him

tions caused

He found

affairs.

to

all

this

wild

on and

life

to

of

sophisticated

as Fr. Pierre

hard and,

close eye

on

all

good

wrong and kept up

but

this crucial

it

A

all,

me

we can be

Jesuit like

sure,

on

a

Claude Poullart des

God

who

kept a

young man
Places!

that he did not

fail at

it:

me and setting up,
my no-good

a thousand times from

and weakness towards misconduct"

Law

Although Claude, apparently, had
is

and regular

he was greatly indebted not

often did I not find God's grace surrounding

Licentiate in

nothing

easy to forget and

his daily prayers

credited the grace of

were, a wall that saved

tendencies

it is

records, he never, at this

with relatives and not on the college

time in his Hfe for as he himself put

"How
as

own

this,

especially,

with such promising makings of a good

above

sometimes

friends in the Society of Jesus in Nantes

their past students,

Typically, Claude,

campus,

off the university

who had him board

also to his

it:

in his inexperience,

attendance at Mass. At the same time, in doing

campus, but

crowd of twenty-year-

Thomas put

even according to his

that,

time, did anything seriously

only to his parents

it

ran"

failed to see the risks he

In

was good

his

make friends and establish advantageous relabecome more and more involved in worldly

resistance

not give credit to Claude

head in Nantes,

his old high school teenage pals

known about

his

little

difficulty

with his studies,

little

academic achievements during his three years

or

at the

Law School of Nantes. Part of the reason for this may have been that many of
the Law School Records were lost when the Law School was moved from Nantes
to

Rennes but the most probable reason was that

concerned not so

much

took for granted)

as

with the

his vocation to the priesthood

Welcome Home

his early biographers

about his continued success

as a student

were

(which they

he was encountering in persevering
on the wild-Hfe Nantes Law School campus.

difficulties

in

Partij

Claude's parents, as soon as they heard his successful results in the final

him

examinations, began, immediately, to plan a big testimonial reception for

—

a repeat, they hoped, of the

one that followed

his brilliant

debut

at the

time

of his high school graduation speech.

—

Even a portrait by some famous painter was probably planned for
this

time not dressed

and Youngest Lawyer

in

like

another

Little

Town, in the

full regalia

of his

son

of his profession and in his

hands, this time not the speeches of Cicero, the great
official certificate

their

Blue Boy but the 23 -year-old Newest

Roman

advocate, but the

Law Degree.
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.

The

B'l0

Rjeception

had gone out and RSVP's from

special guests returned and all was
The fondest dreams and highest hopes of Francis
and Jeanne had been more than realized. Their boy was coming home a fully
qualified lawyer with a great future ahead of him. Forgotten entirely was the
disgracefril brawl three years before on the road to Nantes
his onb/ faux pasl
The highlight of the evening came when Jeanne dressed Claude, in the parliamentary counselor's gown she had purchased (or maybe even made in her own
haute-couture establishment, for at that time she was one of the top-class

Invitations

in readiness for the great event.

—

fashion-designers in town).

What

moment for all the family to

a

cherish for ever!

mother in public or cheat his
father of this moment of glory but when the guests had left and the family were
alone by themselves, Claude looked at himself in a life-size mirror and suddenly,
to the stunned surprise of his parents and little sister (now in high-school), he
stripped off the magistrate's gown and, in a broken voice, told them he would
never put it on again.
Fr. Charles Besnard, one of Claude's students, who must have heard the
story from Claude himself, graphically describes the scene.
"When (Claude) looked at himself dressed in the gown of Themis (the
Claude was not the one to embarrass

his

.

Greek Goddess of Justice), he apparently decided that he was not the

man

he saw in the mirror for

of a judge as

God

be,

to

him

was

it

was not

to vest in the robes

as easy to possess the qualities

of the

him with a penetrating

illuminated

that he

was not called

would never don

that he

One can

it

it

to this state

office.

light

However

may

that

which made

it

clear

of life and openly he declared

again!'

readily understand the

shock to

all

the family at this seemingly out-

rageous behaviour and ingratitude. The situation was particularly embarrassing
for his father.

fied lawyer,

How could

he

was not going

now

explain to his colleagues

to practice.

Worse

still,

why

his son, a quali-

probably,

how

could he

explain to his friends, his colleagues in the Breton Parliament, his son's refusal to

have anything to do with them, although Francis, without Claude's knowledge,

may have already been using his influence (and maybe his money) to have the
young lawyer immediately accepted into that closed-circle political club!
Fr. Pierre Thomas goes on to try and explain Claude's "unacceptable
behaviour":
"If

is

easy to realize

were mortified when
their son

how

he (des Places senior) and his whole family

all their

had just shown for

grievous for them because

had been made. And

all

plans were shattered by the repugnance

the legal profession. This

all

was

all the

more

the necessary preparations for the event

the people on

whom

his

admittance depended

had been approached. Though they suffered, his father and mother
were too religious to grumble. They did, of course, complain to their
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son and even sought for an explanation because they were unable

understand what had caused him

to

have

this

to

repugnance. But

perhaps he did not know the reason himself."

The AKan

Glass

in the

Early biographers,

too often

later retreat,
critical

who
fail

give great

importance to Claude's reflections in a

to give sufficient attention to this remarkable, self-

and emotional experience of The

Man

in the Glass

which was

a glimpse

of Claude's role in the history of the Church and the special charism of his
future religious family.

On a clear day, as is often said, one can see forever into the past, the present
and the future and as Claude looked at himself that night in the mirror, it
became luminously clear to him that he was no man to sit in self-righteous
judgement on others. A man who got off the hook of justice only by his father's
money would never be fit to judge between rich and poor, the influential and
the weak. And so, like another young man, Giovanni di Bernadone and future
St. Francis of Assisi, he stripped off the rich garments of Dives and opted for the
rags of Lazarus. His mission and that of his followers (the Spiritans) would
never be to sit in judgment on an unjust society but, as good Samaritans and
'rag-pickers' of the Church, to don the apron of humble service and serve the
needs of the poor and heal the wounds of society.
This is what Fr. Pierre Thomas, Claude's first biographer, hinted when he
wrote:
''God
this

had His own designs which He did not yet

only son

much

who was

so tenderly loved by

them

reveal.
to

higher than the one his parents contemplated.

him

attach

entirely to His

own

service.

He

He

destined

a state that was

He wanted

desired to

make him

to

a

model of the most heroic virtues, the father and head of a priestly family which was later to render great service to the Church, and to give

him a numerous progeny, one capable of multiplying
that would last, perhaps, till the end of time.
It

is

thus that

even when

God

is

accustomed

to

itself,

and one

procure for us a great good,

He

opposes those of our schemes that do not appear
unreasonable to us. Monsieur and Madame des Places were devout

enough
plans

to

guard against placing themselves

if He had made them known.

that they

put

their

sons aversion

passing whim. They

still
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in opposition to God's

However, prudence demanded

to the test to see if it

were not just a

kept hoping he would listen to reason."
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