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President’s Message 
 

 
 

Dear Friends of Lafayette, 

 

 In case you haven’t noticed, this is the Adrienne issue! And, I might add, it’s about time. 

 

 Janet Sutton volunteered to prepare a bibliography of articles about Adrienne in the 95 

previous volumes of the Gazette. She reported that there were only a few articles, two recent 

ones and the text of an address given by the Cultural Counselor of the French Embassy at the 

AFL annual meeting in 1958, which appeared in the April 1959 edition of the Gazette. 

 

 We are reprinting the address under the title “In Praise of Adrienne.” The author sums up 

Adrienne as follows: 

 

 Madame de Lafayette is the pure example of a dedicated and devoted 

person: she exemplifies the role of woman. She has not become a legendary 

figure as her husband, but she deserves to be. 

 

 Having read the articles written by our member authors – including scholars Robert 

Crout, Paul Spalding, and Iris de Rode, and our doyenne of historical fiction, Stephanie Dray – I 

can state with enthusiasm: Je suis d’accord! 

 

 The AFL has been busy and productive since the last Gazette. 

 

 Our Ukraine fundraising campaign was a great success. The AFL raised over $20,000 in 

just a few weeks! Thank you, members! You really stepped up to the plate. The funds are being 

used to purchase two ambulances for the Ukrainians. 

 

 Our event planner extraordinaire, Chuck Schwam, reports in this Gazette on an AFL 

gathering for the visit by a Rochambeau descendant to his statue in Yorktown, Veterans Day in 

Williamsburg, and Virginia Lafayette Day. 
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 The AFL also participated in the York County French Market in Yorktown. Fourteen 

members attended, and they helped to promote the AFL and recruit new members. 

 

 Bonnie Fritz continues to manage our Zoom programming with competence, poise, and 

aplomb. Stephanie Dray’s virtual Book Club talk about her historical novel – The Women of 

Chateau Lafayette – was very special. 

 

 Planning for the Bicentennial of Lafayette’s Farewell Tour in 2024-2025 continues apace 

and will start to accelerate. The various subcommittees are becoming more active, and we are in 

the process of applying for funding from state humanities councils, the National Endowment for 

the Humanities, and private foundations. 

 

 Finally, our membership continues to grow. We have reached a new milestone of 500 

members! 

 

 As of May 20, 2022 – the AFL’s 90th birthday – we had 504 members, which includes 85 

new members since November 1, 2021! As of 2011, the AFL had 179 members. Thus, we have 

experienced nearly a threefold increase in eleven years! 

 

 

        Best regards, 

        Alan R. Hoffman 
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In Praise of Adrienne 
From the AFL Gazette, No. 23, April 1959 
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Ardent Adrienne: An Appreciation 

by Barbara Ayers McJoynt 

 

 

 Americans know the Marquis de Lafayette. They should study the life of his lovely wife, 

Adrienne. For forty years, I have lived on a mile long street named for Adrienne, “Adrienne 

Drive.” It is located on one of the Mount Vernon plantations. If George Washington were to 

return today, he would thank her for the many sacrifices and contributions she made in the 

founding of our country. 

 

 Generations ago, English biographer M. MacDermont Crawford wrote, “The memory of 

Adrienne de Noailles must always live in the hearts of those who now a great nation were only a 

band of struggling patriots, when La Fayette espoused their Cause. Woman-like she loved that 

Cause because him she loved loved it.” Though Adrienne wanted to visit America, she never set 

foot on its soil. 

 

 Books have been written about her and her illustrious family, including those relating to 

her most famous husband, the Marquis de Lafayette. American citizens should read, study, learn 

and honor this noble French woman. 

 

 Adrienne d’Ayen-Noailles (born: November 2, 1759) was the second of five 

daughters born to the Duchesse d’Ayen. The Duchesse was the granddaughter of the famous 

Chancellor of France, Henri d’Aguesseau. Her father was the keeper of royal horses for King 

Louis XV. France had no finer blood than that flowing in her veins. Both her mother and father 

came from a long line of Frenchmen who gave tremendous services to the king and country. 

Adrienne inherited the fine traits of these ancestors. We have in their own written words today 

the sentiments and historical contributions her ancestors made to France. 

 

 Sending children to be educated in convents was the custom of the day in France, but this 

was not the case with Adrienne and her sisters. The Duchesse and a hired governess would start 

the day in the parish church, Saint-Roche. Afterward, her five daughters sat around her and met 

their educational needs by reading books and discussing morals and history. Adrienne wrote of 

her educational experiences with her mother, “She listened to each of us with persevering 

kindness. She dictated letters to us before we could write. My mother let us read to the bottom of 

her heart – she was careful, however, to keep from us what she suspected might injure.” 

Adrienne’s youth was not all study. The family often traveled to Meudon, the family country 

estate. There the girls learned French history and even took donkey tours into the countryside. At 

their grandfather’s beautiful estate in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, they learned of court life and 

witnessed the way peasants labored in the fields. Adrienne took a keen interest in every 

experience she had in the classroom with her mother, or the visits to her various wealthy friends 

and family estates. 

 

 While Adrienne was receiving her French education, a young man named Gilbert 

Lafayette, who would change her life forever, was studying at a military school, the Académie de 

Versailles. His legal guardian, the Comte de la Rivière was making arrangements for him to 
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marry. He was looking for a noble and wealthy bride for his ward. The Comte zeroed in on the 

Ayen-Noailles family, one of the four wealthiest families in France. The one chosen from this 

family to be Lafayette’s bride was Adrienne. The problem was her age; she was only twelve 

years old. Mme. d’Ayen, her mother, wanted the wedding postponed for two years. This would 

give Adrienne time to mature. When Lafayette learned of the decisions made on his behalf, he 

was very pleased. Adrienne learned about the arrangement later on, and was just as pleased. 

They lived in the Noailles mansion in Paris until the wedding, which took place on April 11, 

1774. Many nobles and a future king attended the wedding. Gilbert was sixteen years old and his 

bride was fourteen. A dowry from Adrienne brought Gilbert 200,000 livres, and the best social 

and political connections in all of France were now his. 

 

 After the wedding, the couple lived in Paris. Lafayette, not a happy soldier, was given a 

military assignment at Metz. The Duke of Gloucester visited the garrison in 1775. He told stories 

of the British and American fighting in Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts in far-away 

America. Lafayette had read the works of Abbé Raynal who stated, “Liberty is the 

citizens’enjoyment of their rights.” Lafayette later wrote, “My heart had been enrolled.” 

Adrienne was back in Paris expecting their first child. Lafayette negotiated a contract for his 

service with the American representatives there in late 1776. We know the future of Lafayette 

and his experiences in fighting for the American cause and also in supporting that cause back in 

France. 

 

 Adrienne had four children; three survived to adulthood. When the French Revolution 

came along, she suffered like so many others, but she still supported her husband in his ideals of 

Liberty. Her mother, sister, and grandmother were guillotined in Paris in May 1794. In 

November 1793, Adrienne was imprisoned and treated badly. After the terrible deaths of her 

loved ones, she was freed on January 21, 1795 due to the intervention of Gouverneur Morris, the 

former American ambassador, and James Monroe, the current ambassador. She was very ill and 

frail. The family of James Monroe took her in and nursed her back to health. 

 

 As soon as she could travel, she took her two daughters and headed for Hamburg. She 

sent her son to live in America with George Washington. Lafayette had been arrested by the 

Austrians and was then in Olmütz prison. Adrienne traveled to Hamburg where her aunt was in 

exile. There she and her two daughters Anastasie and Virginie left for Olmütz prison. After some 

difficulties, she and her daughters were admitted to the prison, and thus were treated as prisoners 

themselves. Besides caring for her husband, she began to write letters and biographies of family 

members and to teach her two daughters. After two years of being in this prison, political events 

were changing. The Americans traveling in Europe used all of their prestige to try to obtain 

freedom for the prisoners. Napoleon’s victories led to a treaty in which the Lafayette family was 

freed. The Austrians released them on September 19, 1797. They journeyed to Hamburg but 

were not allowed to return to France. 

 

 Lafayette was only forty years old now. Money was a big problem. One of his daughters 

had a wedding shortly after their arrival in Hamburg. Exiled family and friends helped as much 

as they could. Adrienne traveled back to France and won control of La Grange, her ancestral 

home. Soon Lafayette, still on the banned list, returned to France to join his wife. 
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 Adrienne’s children married and gave her grandchildren. On Christmas Eve, 1807, at the 

age of 48, she died. She is buried in Picpus Cemetery in Paris. Adrienne established this place for 

the final resting place for her family. It contains over thirteen hundred victims of the Revolution, 

including those beheaded in her own family. Prayers are given regularly at the little church at its 

entrance. You may visit Picpus Cemetery when you visit Paris. When you go, you will want to 

know of this remarkable French woman. You will love and appreciate her life. 

 

 

 

 

About the Author 

 

 Barbara’s interest in Adrienne began during the U.S. Bicentennial activities. She and her 

husband, Albert Durfee (Durf) McJoynt, were active with French groups during this time. They 

traveled as representatives of the Lafayette-Rochambeau Society to France for the Treaty of 

Paris commemoration, and were guests for two nights in Lafayette's home, Chavaniac, in 

Auvergne. Barbara was with the DAR committee in laying a wreath on Lafayette's grave at 

Picpus Cemetery, Paris. When the Count René de Chambrun, a direct descendant of Lafayette, 

presented Barbara with a book about his great-great-grandmother, Adrienne, Barbara's interest in 

the study of this wonderful French lady was kindled. 

 

 

 

 
Barbara and Durf McJoynt at Washington’s Tomb, 2021 
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The Adrienne Enigma 

or “Faith of Our (Founding) Mothers” 
by Robert Crout 

 

 The appearance of André Maurois’ Adrienne ou la vie de Mme de Lafayette in 1960 

struck like a meteor across the skies for students of Lafayette. An English translation quickly 

followed the next year. Both made accessible to a wide audience the first inklings of the treasure 

trove of documents held at the Château de LaGrange. Maurois’ biography, though initially 

appearing to be simply an account of the life of General Lafayette’s wife, actually proved to be 

more an account of both Lafayettes, husband and wife, through the years of their marriage. It 

provided useful previously unknown documentation for their relationship from their 1774 

“nuptial benediction” to Adrienne’s death in 1807. The text was further punctuated by extensive 

quotations from highly personal family correspondence. 

 

 It’s clear why Josée de Chambrun in the late 1950s did not want an American Protestant 

writing this first book from the LaGrange archives. She saw the compelling story of a strong 

French woman facing a victorious enemy that was subjecting her and the members of her 

beloved family to vicious attacks, imprisonment, persecution, and even execution. The surviving 

family members found themselves isolated or exiled from their earlier active lives near the center 

of French power. The story was one with which Josée could commiserate. Maurois himself had 

been assisted by General Pétain in his election to the Académie Française in 1938 though the two 

were later estranged. 

 

 While Maurois could apply all of his literary skill in producing a highly readable drama 

with an ultimate triumph for the heroic couple, he was not a trained historian and lacked the 

historical skills to analyze deeds, events, and words in historical context. Yet the state of 

historical scholarship in 1950s France, fixated as it was on a largely Marxist narrative, would not 

have prepared him to adequately handle Adrienne or her husband. 

 

 What are the challenges facing the study of Adrienne and the use of these archival 

resources today? One major development since Maurois’ book is the way we now view religion 

during the eighteenth century and the revolutionary era. Research by scholars such as Dale Van 

Kley has fundamentally transformed our perspective on Catholicism in the eighteenth century. 

While Maurois saw it as a simplistic binary system—religion versus irreligion—Van Kley and 

his followers have uncovered a much more nuanced reality: a world in which Absolutism and 

Constitutionalism, Jesuitism and Jansenism revealed more complex interactions than historians 

had been used to recounting. Jansenism was, to be brief, a form of Catholicism largely 

influenced by the ideas of John Calvin such as: without grace humanity can only commit sin; 

good works, prayers, or acts performed out of fear are only new sins; and, the reading of the 

Bible is for all. Jesuits as agents of the pope often conflicted over these ideas with local church 

officials and supporters of a near-autonomous French church hierarchy (Gallicanism). 

 

 A major event in the effort by the papacy and Jesuits to suppress the Jansenists in this 

conflict was the 1713 papal bull Unigenitus. Jansenism’s supporters included to some extent 
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Adrienne’s great-granduncle Cardinal Louis-Antoine de Noailles, archbishop of Paris. Cardinal 

Noailles’s complex relationship with the papacy and against the Jesuits lasted over two decades 

until a few months before his death in 1729, when he finally accepted the bull unconditionally—

though belatedly. 

 

 How did these competing strains of Catholicism affect Adrienne? As we look at her early 

education (based on her and her daughter Virginie’s accounts of her mother’s life), we see a 

number of crosscurrents at work. Adrienne’s early education included reading and committing to 

memory portions of several important religious works of the times that represented both sides of 

the conflict. These included the Jansenist Louis-Philippe Mesengui’s abbreviated version of the 

Old Testament, the brief catechism by the somewhat independent Claude Fleury, his longer 

catechism (later put on the Index of forbidden works), and his account of the Evangelists, and the 

anti-Jansenist catechisms approved by Charles-Joachim Colbert, bishop of Montpellier. Adrienne 

also read the ancient history by Jansenist Charles Rollin. The result was a broad and 

encompassing view of the conflicting threads of Catholicism rather than a single side of the 

controversy. Why is this important? 

 

 Adrienne’s views on the religious controversies of the Revolutionary era were 

multifaceted rather than simply “Catholic.” This misunderstanding has led to a great 

oversimplification by historians seeking to define her as taking the “Catholic” side; there was no 

one “Catholic” side. This has resulted in misleading accounts of her views on such issues as the 

Civil Constitution of the Clergy and her reaction to non-juring priests. While she supported her 

husband’s efforts for religious freedom, she does not appear to have taken a position on the 

removal of Catholicism as the official religion of France. An excellent example of this 

complexity is her view on slavery. From her perspective, looking at Lafayette’s abolition 

experiments, she saw primary importance in teaching the enslaved to read and write to prepare 

them to read the Bible, and thereby exercise their free will to make unrestrained decisions to 

become Christians and more particularly observant Catholics. Her correspondence with the 

colonial administrators is clear on this matter. 

 

 In sum, what she wrote in a 1794 text as possibly her last will and testament defines her 

religious identity on the eve of what she anticipated would be her impending execution. She 

proclaimed no conflict between her religious views and her loyalty to France, her “patrie.” 

Visitors to the Lafayette household of all religious opinions during the span of her marriage (at 

the pre-Revolutionary Paris soirées or afterward at LaGrange) were uniformly impressed by her 

hospitality, her generosity, her kindness, and her modesty. 

 

 What about the decidedly different religious beliefs between Adrienne and her husband? 

There are many anecdotes surrounding their conversations about Lafayette’s religious views. In 

all, she demonstrated repeatedly her commitment that such decisions were up to the individual 

without spousal pressure. She simply defined her loyalty to him as a “Fayettiste,” one committed 

to accepting his best judgment on the matter while modeling her beliefs and actions as a useful 

example. 

 

 What we can say at this point about Adrienne is that there is much left to be done in 

studying her life and times. Now we have access to the Archives of LaGrange through the 
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generosity of René de Chambrun who allowed these materials to be duplicated and placed on 

deposit in major libraries. The result will be a more complicated Adrienne than we read in 

Maurois. Perhaps such future studies may include a more complicated and nuanced view of the 

relationship between Adrienne and Gilbert as well as of Adrienne in her maternal role, another 

fertile field of research. If so, we shall all be the better for it. 

 

 
 First page of Adrienne's 1794 Last Will and Testament, from the "American" edition of 

Adrienne: The Life of the Marquise de Lafayette by André Maurois, 1961, following p. 284 
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Unconventional Education as an Altruistic 

Influence in Revolutionary France: 

Marie Adrienne Françoise de Noailles ‒  

“La Femme Lafayette” 
by Ren Chalpin 

 

 
Adrienne de Noailles 

 

Human nature is seldom altruistic. Whether it be today, fifty years ago, or three centuries 

ago, Man is ultimately selfish, especially when power is within reach. Under pressure, duress, or 

fear, “seldom” becomes “rare,” and “power” becomes “survival.” Few can claim to be an 

unconditionally altruistic person or propose that a historical figure had been; Marie Adrienne 

Françoise de Noailles, a French noblewoman living in eighteenth-century France, is no 

exception. However, the choices Adrienne made throughout her life depict her as someone who 

consorted so closely with altruism as to be considered a scintillating example of the moral 

practice. Alongside luminaries such as Olympe de Gouges, Etta Palm d’Aelders, and Madame 

Roland, Adrienne de Noailles was, in her own way, a “Great Woman” of the first French 

Revolution. 

 

Born in Paris, France in 1759, the second of five daughters, Adrienne descended from an 

old, noble, and powerful French bloodline. Her arranged marriage to the Marquis de Lafayette —

later renowned General Lafayette, “Hero of the Two Worlds”— placed her in the shadow of her 

husband’s glory and left her mostly in the forgotten drawers of patriarchy-centered history. 

While women of her pedigree typically either lived in an enriched comfort-veiled constrictive 

illusion or rose up following a personally stirring event, Adrienne promptly and willingly 

sacrificed her health, her heart, and her freedom for the well-being of others, up until her death at 

the early age of forty-eight. In this paper, I aim to draw upon the unconventional education given 

to this particular affluent noblewoman, who captured the intellectual interest of figures such as 

Colonel John Laurens, Madame de Staël, Voltaire, Napoléon, the Holy Roman Emperor himself, 
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and of course General Lafayette, and to identify its influences on her loyalties and consequential 

decisions to act altruistically against the values of her own Estate during the French Revolution 

of 1789. 

 

 
Noailles Coat of Arms 

 

A noblewoman born under the affluent titles of the Noailles and Aguesseau families, 

Adrienne’s life was meticulously destined for unaltered financial comfort and ignorant 

uneventfulness, if not for being the matriarch of the Noailles family. The Noailles family can 

first be found in the eleventh century, but the name Noailles only gained its fame and 

prominence in the sixteenth century. Courtiers, ambassadors, admirals, archbishops, soldiers; 

only the men were remembered for their actions, both in peace and in war. In service to the King 

of France for generations, they were loyal to the monarchy and therefore politically unrebellious, 

unwilling to change a system which was financially and socially beneficial to them and their 

lineage. Such high status demanded an awareness of one’s public image, carefully nurtured to 

perfection by the abundant riches in their coffers, as well as the presence of a male heir to 

continue the family name.1 The latter is where Jean-Louis-Paul-François, Duke d’Ayen (later 

fifth Duke de Noailles) and Adrienne’s father, would have failed his ancestors were it not for 

matrimonial unions between cousins. The Duke became a father a total of eight times, thrice to 

sons, none of whom survived past infancy. Given that he had no sons to continue expanding the 

family fortune, Jean-Louis’ daughters were the remaining means by which to secure financial 

security. 

 

 
Hôtel de Noailles 

image: Musée Carnavalet 
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Thus, all was set to follow the traditions of the time —Adrienne would subsequently bear 

a male heir, and be consigned to historical oblivion— had it not been for her education by her 

mother. Henriette Anne Louise d’Aguesseau, Duchess d’Ayen (later Duchess de Noailles), 

mother of Adrienne and future mother-in-law of the Marquis de Lafayette, was a woman 

considered rather unusual for her time.2 While educated in a traditional convent school where she 

became a devout Catholic, Henriette was unofficially tutored by her grandfather in the ways of 

Socrates; she learned never to accept what she was told without skepticism or question, and to 

respect the benefits of analysis and tolerance. After her grandfather’s passing, she was brought 

home from the convent and further taught about these matters by her stepmother. As an adult 

woman, though given the title of Duchess, Henriette was not keen on social gatherings at the 

Court of Versailles, instead favoring more intellectual stimulation rather than the extravagance of 

the French nobility. By today’s standards, she could be referred to as an introvert. 

 

 
Henriette d’Aguesseau 

by Elisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun, 1789 

National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 

 

Furthermore, she was uncommonly protective of her children, as opposed to the usual 

expectations for women of her status, whose motherly duties and instincts often ceased after 

childbirth.3 She valued education highly, and promptly endeavored to take the role of her 

daughters’ tutor. Among the regular teachings of classical literature, arts, and languages were 

lessons on how to discuss and converse. Henriette made her children tell her what they had done 
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throughout the entire day, even if it was mundane, in order to practice remembering the world 

around them in detail. She made them dictate letters before they learned to write, which is a 

method of education worthy of our modern standards. Occasionally, the Duchess’ sister-in-law, 

Madame de Tessé, another woman considered an “oddity” with a mind to match that of her 

friend Voltaire, also came along to help broaden her nieces’ philosophical education. She would 

later say of Adrienne’s beliefs that they encompassed “Catechism and the Rights of Man.”4 

 

 
Madame de Tessé 

image: Amis et Passionnés du Père Lachaise 

 

All five Noailles daughters developed different and contrasting character traits, but all 

were outspoken at a young age to the point where their mother would comment upon it to keep 

their confidence humble. Adrienne famously responded: “That may be, Maman, because you 

allow us to argue and reason with you, but you shall see that at fifteen we shall be more obedient 

than other children.”5 Henriette’s continued belief in Voltaire’s not-so-subtle warning regarding 

the potential atrocious influence of the Church on the common man’s actions led her to pass 

down to her daughters the ideology of challenging everything, despite the renowned French 

philosopher’s agnostic opinions and criticism of religion.6 Thus, Adrienne was exposed to the 

Enlightenment at a young and critical age as she learned about the irrationality of some of the 

Bible’s passages and about God’s cruelty. Like Plato, Henriette saw no advantages in reciting 

fairy tales, and therefore did not shy away from talking about the unfairness of the treatment of 

women —be it regarding sex trafficking, rape or witch burnings— and the logical superiority of 

science over unbased fantasy. While Henriette still taught the practicalities of decorum and 

marital responsibilities to Adrienne and her sisters, she also emphasized the valuable life lesson 

that as women they would have to be more vigilant and know how to use their wits. 

 

Nevertheless, Henriette was first and foremost a pious woman, and she acted upon her 

love for God by helping others in need, believing that religion, no matter which one, ought to 
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unite rather than separate. Her pure devotion to a God whose love she believed encompassed 

everyone without prejudice and whose followers ought to do the same left a strong and altruistic 

imprint on Adrienne. At the time of Adrienne’s youth, the Church remained a long-standing, 

untouchable, and unquestionable domain; what the Clergy declared and preached was to be taken 

as ultimate truth.7 Henriette, however, saw fit to teach her children about the dangers of 

accepting someone’s word without question, least of all a power as grand and influential as the 

Church’s. She made it clear that many powerful men, and their laws, did not have the best of 

intentions for all of God’s children. Case in point: She supported inoculation for small-pox, and 

this went against the Church’s doctrine. These lessons triggered Adrienne’s first crisis of faith 

and the consequential delay of her communion which was only resolved upon the birth of her 

first daughter years later. Henriette, despite her strong attachment to religion and its rituals, 

encouraged her doubt-ridden daughter to take her time, much to Jean-Louis’ displeasure. 

 

The Duchess and the Duke’s arguments were not lacking, ranging from social 

expectations, to religion, to marriage. The latter especially caused quite the gossip in Versailles; 

Henriette ardently argued that Adrienne, in her twelfth year of age, was too young to marry, no 

matter the norm for women of their status to be used as bargaining chips. She believed in 

marrying for love, and she passed this belief on to Adrienne, who later encouraged it in her own 

daughters’ decisions on a spouse.8 Thus, Henriette fiercely requested a waiting period of two 

years, as well as her final approval on the son-in-law-to-be, and for Adrienne not to be told of the 

marriage contract until the two former demands were met. While it is unknown exactly how she 

managed to do so, Henriette had her husband eventually yield to her demands. All three 

stipulations were by oral agreement only, attested by multiple sources. This shows a certain 

control in the marriage, a sensible way of thinking regarding the importance of her daughter’s 

childhood, and a protective motherly instinct. 

 

From all these examples, it can be clearly seen that Adrienne’s mother, the Duchess 

d’Ayen, promoted to her children the values of intellectual stimulation, philosophical 

enlightenment, science, vigilance, confidence, humility, unity, as well as the importance of 

childhood, words, details, awareness of power, protection, perception of the sexes, and of course, 

religious and familial devotion. Under her guidance, Adrienne learned to think without prejudice, 

vanity, or narrow-mindedness, while distinguishing herself spiritually. 

 

Adrienne lived in a rare kind of matrimonial situation with the Marquis de Lafayette, 

nourished by the matriarchal figures in both their lives, fueling Madame de Lafayette’s sole 

subjectively selfish trait. As the vast majority of marriages for the French nobility in the 

eighteenth century were made with the purpose of creating financial unions and advantageous 

social relations, Adrienne’s upcoming marriage was arranged with the same intention. The young 

Marie Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert, Marquis de Lafayette was, at the time, the most affluent 

orphan in France with a lineage known for its bravery, and therefore popular in requests for a 

marital union. The head of the Noailles family was most assuredly interested in financial surety, 

but also in the opportunity to mold the young man in a manner suitable for his own 

advancements. However, thanks to Henriette’s intervention as mentioned above, Gilbert and 

Adrienne had the opportunity to get acquainted without the pressures of their marriage contract, 

and therefore to know and appreciate each other as siblings would. From there, their bonne 

entente naturally formed amidst lively discussions in Henriette’s classroom.9 
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Lafayette/Noailles Marriage Contract 

Cornell Library 

 

France trembled at the union between a Noailles woman and a Lafayette man in 1774, as 

it was bound to create a significant mark of unconventional bravery. Adrienne quickly and 

voluntarily linked herself to her husband’s fate and placed his well-being above her own; the 

achievements, victories, and happiness of her husband would be as elating for her as they would 

be for him. From then on, she decided there would be nothing that could destroy their marriage, 

not even a revolution overseas, mistresses, or their own country’s upheaval. 
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Just like Adrienne, although under different circumstances, Gilbert grew up under the 

guidance of the women of his family, mainly that of his paternal grandmother and his aunt, 

themselves women of self-reliant means. His mother abandoned him shortly after her husband’s 

death for the more luscious life in Paris, potentially leaving her son with a mistrust of high-status 

women and a general dislike for the Parisian scene. Perhaps this event could be why Gilbert 

initially kept his distance in regards to his affections for Adrienne —a typical psychological 

phenomenon that would merit its own paper. Regardless, Adrienne evidently proved herself 

reliable enough for Gilbert to have no doubts about her commitment to him and their children. 

Meanwhile, the Duchess d’Ayen also took a liking to her future son-in-law, as did her sister-in-

law, Madame de Tessé, and Adrienne’s favorite sister, Anne Jeanne Baptiste Louise de Noailles. 

With Gilbert surrounded by educated, tolerant, and outspoken women, it comes as no surprise 

that he became a firm supporter of women’s rights, in particular regards to education and 

divorce. His own wife would forever be his greatest advisor in the decades to come. Indeed, the 

stable matriarchal presences in young Lafayette’s life introduced him to a different approach to 

life, and it mirrored Adrienne’s own altruistic one. The two of them believed that in order to 

accomplish these objectives, France needed a government of the people, by the people, for the 

people, albeit with a king at its head: a Constitutional Monarchy. 

 

 
Marquis de Lafayette 

image: Historical Museum of Versailles 

 

In 1777, while Gilbert illegally traveled an ocean away to fight for a country not his own 

alongside General George Washington, Adrienne constantly sent him her love and 

encouragement, while simultaneously enduring most of her family’s loud, derogatory opinions of 

him, and nursing her heartache over his absence. Her mother and sister Louise supported her 

during her mental and emotional suffering, and never once did Adrienne waver in her belief that 

her husband had rightfully committed to the just cause of liberty. France would eventually mirror 

her opinion, but at the time of Gilbert’s departure, she was mostly isolated in her support. 

 

 In 1778, the Lafayettes’ first daughter, Henriette, died at the tender age of two. Adrienne 

suffered the heartbreak without her husband who was in America at the time. Nevertheless, she 

continued to hold her head high and kept her will strong until Gilbert could permanently return 

from the war. She craved his presence in a way she considered to be selfish but not maliciously 

so; while she knew her husband’s heroics were needed elsewhere, she could not stop herself 

from wishing he were there by her side.10 Together, they had three other children, two girls and 
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one boy: Anastasie, Georges Washington, and Virginie. As her mother had been with hers, 

Adrienne was protective of her two daughters and son also, raising them with the values she so 

cherished. When Gilbert returned victorious from America in 1782, he was said to be an 

attentive father who cared about his children’s growth and accomplishments. However, the now-

acclaimed General was often away from his loving household, as his social and political 

presence was in high demand in both the Court of Versailles and later the Assemblée Nationale,11 

and, to Adrienne’s quiet dismay, in the arms of two mistresses. While it was considered the norm 

for a Parisian aristocrat to find himself a mistress —an expectation even— it did not necessarily 

entail the wife’s approval or happiness.12 

 

For Adrienne, it was an odd mix of sadness, respectful resignation, and, in the case of 

Gilbert’s second mistress, approval; Adrienne had no wish for her passions to embarrass her 

husband, nor did she hold herself so high in esteem as to believe she could keep a man such as 

Gilbert always fully satisfied. Yet from her standard of a subjectively selfish trait, she wished she 

could be all that her husband needed and desired. Thus, she did not express the dissatisfaction 

she felt on the matter of the first mistress, one Aglaé, Countess of Hunolstein, who was what one 

would expect to find in a woman thriving on the nobility’s privileges and whose relationship 

with Gilbert lasted a single year. Regarding the second mistress, Diane-Adélaïde, Countess of 

Simiane, Adrienne expressed her approval of her intelligence and wits, and even suggested that 

her children to refer to Diane as “Aunt.” As it would happen, the relationship between Gilbert 

and Diane would eventually simmer down into a close friendship which would last for another 

thirty years. 

 

In summary, Adrienne’s union with Gilbert was one of mutual respect and support. Both 

spouses were raised in a similar environment and influenced by women who evidently ignited a 

common desire for equality and justice. While due to her mother’s peculiar teachings as well as 

the challenges of motherhood, Adrienne expressed more maturity and practicality than the young 

battle-seeking Gilbert —in 1778, Voltaire expressed his admiration of her maturity— and she 

labeled herself as selfish for desiring her husband as passionately as she did, it is clear that this 

marriage was one of happy and loving convenience. All throughout their thirty-three years of a 

marriage built on altruistic beliefs, Gilbert provided Adrienne with strength and courage, and 

Adrienne eagerly bestowed it back to him tenfold. 

 

 
Lafayette Coat of Arms 

Special Collections and College Archives, Skillman Library, Lafayette College 
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Though not an active participant in the riots and marches of Lafayette’s revolutions, 

Adrienne was neither a passive observer nor an unaffected party. Today General Lafayette’s 

accomplishments in relation to the American Revolution are widely known as he secured 

France’s enhanced participation in 1780, thus turning the tide in favor of a victory for General 

Washington’s army. His time in America also sparked a desire for another revolutionary 

movement: abolitionism. It is interesting to point out that Adrienne made the acquaintance of one 

of Gilbert’s close friends, Colonel John Laurens, a passionate abolitionist, while hosting him at 

her home during his diplomatic mission for the Franco-American alliance in 1781. It is therefore 

quite probable that the subject of emancipation arose. 

 

After his third trip to America in 1784, Lafayette purchased plantations in Cayenne, in 

South America, along with the seventy or so slaves who were included in the sales. The 

properties were known as La Belle Gabrielle. The plan was to free the slaves, provide them with 

an education, and pay for their labor. Lafayette appointed his wife to undertake these 

responsibilities. Adrienne was thrilled, for not only did she support his abolitionist ideals which 

naturally coincided with her belief that everyone ought to be treated with equal respect, but she 

could also take this opportunity to prove herself capable in the eyes of her beloved husband. 

Indeed, there could have been none better than Adrienne to carry this project to fruition, for she 

devoted years to its development, whether her own life was serene, destitute, in peril, in grief, or 

in sickness. This endeavor gained her the name “Ardente Adrienne.”13 

 

 
Approximate Map of “La Belle Gabrielle” 

Special Collections and College Archives, Skillman Library, Lafayette College 
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Meanwhile, as the Lafayettes had acquired their own home on the Rue de Bourbon and 

therefore lived without parental supervision, the young couple began to entertain many guests. 

Adrienne formed a Salon in which American and French politicians frequently met to discuss the 

complications of a budding government in the newly-formed United States and the brewing 

conflict in France. She became the perfect hostess, with and without her husband, as he was 

often called to deal with his people’s rising ire. During these gatherings, Adrienne encouraged 

her three children to participate in conversations with their guests. It is unknown exactly when 

Adrienne learned English herself, but she saw fit to teach the language to her children, therefore 

facilitating their communication with the American visitors, which included notable figures such 

as Benjamin Franklin, John and Sarah Jay, Abigail and John Adams, Gouverneur Morris and 

Thomas Jefferson. Among the French visitors were liberals such as Morellet, Marmontel, 

Clermont-Tonnerre, and Madame de Staël. Ever so attentive to the growth of her children, 

Adrienne took into account the adolescence of her son, and therefore sent him to live in another 

house in Paris along with his tutor, Felix Frestel, as she believed the constant influx of praise for 

his father’s famous and heroic acts would result in Georges becoming self-absorbed and cocky. 

She unhesitantly entrusted his care to Mr. Frestel, whose relationship to the Lafayettes evolved 

into a strong friendship often emphasized by Adrienne.14 Nevertheless, she visited her son every 

day to spend time with him. The amount of care she displayed for her children’s well-being did 

not go unnoticed, as testified to by her guests. 

 

As religion became an increasingly controversial topic during the French Revolution, 

Adrienne welcomed a new kind of guest: members of the Clergy. Madame Lafayette opened her 

home to nuns who found themselves suddenly homeless, insulted, and alienated, as well as 

priests who did not take the Civil Oath of the Constitution.15 The subject of religion brought 

forward an interesting instance where Adrienne and Gilbert disagreed, albeit amiably. An 

archbishop of Paris, Jean-Baptiste-Joseph Gobel, who had taken the oath and sought only to be 

seen alongside the famously well-reputed Lafayette, was the one person Adrienne had no wish to 

host. On the evening when the archbishop came for dinner, Adrienne pointedly absented herself 

from the house. 

 

Amidst all the responsibilities of a pious wife, a pristine hostess, a loving mother, and a 

hard-working abolitionist, Adrienne was of course her husband’s most trusted confidante and 

adviser. No matter what the public whispered about Gilbert’s failings and his loyalty to the 

monarchy, Adrienne stood by him. She encouraged him to continue to do what he thought was 

right for the people of France, and warned him that while his good intentions could vanquish any 

evil, this revolution might create too many to handle. Indeed, while altruistic by all counts, 

Gilbert still retained the dangerous trait of diving head-first into any conflictual abyss, blinded by 

the need to be liked by all. Adrienne, then, displayed wisdom and moderation in contrast to his 

liberty-seeking impulsiveness. 

 

As General Lafayette’s standing among his fellow countrymen morphed from adoration 

to head-on-a-spike animosity following the Flight to Varennes, 16 Adrienne received her very 

own first threat to her life. While her character had already been previously maligned in the 

papers for simply carrying the name “Lafayette,” the French rioters now wanted her head for it 

as well. Indeed, in 1791, following the events of the Champ de Mars Massacre in which Gilbert 

was involved,17 blood-thirsty Frenchmen marched to her house at the Rue de Bourbon, and 
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nearly breached her home where she, her two daughters, and the household staff resided. 

According to her youngest daughter, Virginie, her mother appeared calm and collected while the 

household was in a flurry of panic. Nevertheless, the young girl later stated in her memoirs that it 

had been the first time she had noticed fear in her mother’s eyes. As the Duchess d’Ayen had 

taught Adrienne, a clear head cannot be kept if one succumbs to their emotions. 

 

The hatred for General Lafayette only increased with his denunciation of the Jacobins 

and other radical groups. Adrienne was therefore relieved when he resigned his commission that 

same year and relocated them all back to his birth place in Chavaniac, Auvergne, located in an 

isolated area in the southern part of France. Her beloved husband was finally safe from harm, 

and thus her main source of stress could be alleviated. The Château de Chavaniac was a humble 

structure, devoid of the luxuries found in the palaces and hôtels of Paris.18 Despite having grown 

up in the splendid Hôtel de Noailles and frequenting the Court of Versailles, Adrienne preferred 

the modest lifestyle of a homely castle, especially for her children. Combined with the happiness 

of having her husband returned and seeing her grandmother-in-law, Adrienne counted her 

blessings when her mother Henriette and sister Louise also came to reside in the château for 

some time. However, the bliss of a reunited family and the safety of green pastures did not last, 

as General Lafayette was called back to the service of his country in 1792 and the Jacobins’ 

influence had finally reached their region. In August of that year, Gilbert was declared a traitor. 

He attempted to escape a deadly fate by crossing the northern border, was caught in Belgium by 

soldiers of Austria ‒ with whom France was at war ‒ and transferred to Prussian prisons and later 

to the prison of Olmütz, Austria in 1794. It was at that time that Adrienne had her second crisis 

of faith, lost along with Gilbert’s location, as she knew she would have to depend on herself and 

herself only if she wanted to reunite their family other than in Providence. 

 

Château Chavaniac-Lafayette 

 

As the threat of death grew, Adrienne used her enlightened and pious upbringing to 

assiduously keep her children, her husband, and herself alive without betraying her altruistic 

values. Indeed, as the Jacobins’ rule would soon prove to be the epitome of human barbarism, 
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contaminating most French supporters and turning them into head-severing rioters, Adrienne 

would be forced to use her taught wisdom in a whole new manner. 

 

From the moment she learned of her husband’s capture in August of 1792, Adrienne’s 

priorities shifted from devoting herself to her family’s well-being to devoting herself to their 

survival. Her first act of vigilance was to remind herself that, as the son of a nobleman now 

declared a traitor to France, Georges was at risk of arrest. She therefore sent him and his sisters 

into hiding while she took care of her husband’s old aunt at the castle. Anastasie, however, 

quickly decided to return to her mother’s side, along with Virginie. Adrienne also burned the 

papers which could potentially be twisted to further incriminate her husband, and boldly 

demanded that the castle’s belongings be granted the Jacobins’ seal of loyalty to protect them 

from pillaging, should she be arrested and her husband’s castle raided. 

 

Despite her sister Pauline’s advice, Adrienne refused to even consider a divorce or a 

separation from her émigré husband,19 as many noblewomen sought to do in order to save 

themselves and their dowries from their spouse’s damned name. In contrast, Adrienne made a 

point to sign every one of her official documents with “la Femme Lafayette.”20 Shortly after, 

talks of invading, pillaging, and burning down the “Lafayette castle” became loud enough to 

transform into a reality. Adrienne, convinced that the only way to save them from this fate was to 

speak reason to the invaders approaching with flaming torches, invited the group of men for a 

hearty meal at her expense in her home, during which she engaged them in a peaceful discussion 

about their common love for France. The men later left without harming a single stone of the 

castle, and the talks of violence against the château and its residents dissipated. 

 

 
 

 
Adrienne de Noailles' Signatures 

Archives Départementales de la Haute-Loire 

 

In September of 1793, however, there was an order for her arrest, directing the soldiers of 

the National Convention to first bring her to Brioude, the capital of the department of Auvergne, 

then to Paris towards an unknown but undoubtedly grim fate. Before the men could barge into 

her home, Adrienne hid her two daughters, but the oldest, Anastasie, declared she would 

accompany her mother. Although only fourteen years of age, Anastasie mirrored her mother’s 

courage without hesitation, even shielding her from the stones that were thrown at them by the 

villagers of Brioude. It was at Brioude, in front of unsympathetic judges, that Adrienne made her 
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first case for her family’s freedom: She voiced her unwavering trust and belief in Gilbert, 

fiercely lauded his undying loyalty to France, and, with tearful theatrics, declared her defying 

devotion to her beloved husband. Furthermore, she cunningly argued that her imprisonment 

would be a good incentive for Gilbert —whose last known whereabouts were in Prussia’s 

undisclosed clutches— to return. The judges were moved by her speech and logical arguments; 

they erupted into cheers and applause, and Adrienne and Anastasie were sent back home to 

Chavaniac under house arrest. 

 

 
Presumed portrait of Anastasie de Lafayette 

 

This moment in time demonstrated the value of Adrienne’s education which gave her a 

facility with forthright speaking as well as confidence, an understanding of power, and an 

understanding of how women are perceived by men, and how in turn women can exert their 

influence on men. During this year-long house arrest, Adrienne began avidly enquiring about her 

imprisoned husband’s unknown location, sending letters to President George Washington, 

calling upon his love for Gilbert, duty to his soldier, and affection for her to help liberate her 

husband.21 Adrienne then enlisted the help of Gouverneur Morris, the American minister to 

France at the time, in regards to her financial struggles. Indeed, with the Lafayette properties and 

assets confiscated, there was no money in sight. This was Adrienne’s second time handling 

financial responsibilities, but it did not compare to handling the finances of La Belle Gabrielle. 

 

She also ensured that no interruption would come to her daughters’ education and their 

childhood. The youngest, Virginie, cites in her memoirs the joy she felt at the activities 

organized by her mother to keep their spirits up. A 1795 inventory of books belonging to 

Adrienne shows the type of literature she kept and provided to her children for their education. 

This list includes titles and authors such as L’esprit de la ligue, on the politics of France; L’esprit 

de la fronde, on French military; De Fleury, on religion and church for all classes of society; 

Histoire de France/Angleterre/Monde, on the history of France, England, and the world; Racine, 

an enlightened poet; Rousseau, an enlightened philosopher; Voltaire, who Adrienne met in 1778 

and from whom she received compliments on her strength of character; Le Manuel d’Epictète, on 

the philosophy of controlling only what relies upon us; Confucius, on morality, justice, kindness, 

sincerity, and social relationships; Iliade & Odyssée, on adventure, romance, patience, and 
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strategy; Télemaque, on fighting from afar; Beauty of History, a history book in English.22 This 

combination of philosophy, morality, religion, history, politics, and even Greek mythology paints 

the mind of Adrienne in a way that reflects her actions throughout her life. 

 

As 1794 began, Adrienne was once again arrested, this time under the Law of Suspects. 

She spent time in the prison of Brioude where she is said to have been scorned by the other 

noblewomen in the cell, but greeted with friendliness by the bourgeoisie.23 There, she learned of 

her grandmother’s, mother’s, and sister Louise’s imprisonment in Paris. In May, Adrienne was 

transferred to Paris, first to the prison de La Petite Force, then to the infamous Le Plessis, which 

was described as Hell on Earth by its survivors. Le Plessis was a series of crowded and dirty 

cells, containing a pêle-mêle of prisoners from different Estates and guards who were as 

unsympathetic as they were cruelly taunting towards women of noble status. Even the governor 

of Le Plessis, Louis Legendre —who had on multiple occasions found himself up against 

former-commander of the National Guard Lafayette— expressed a specific dislike for Adrienne, 

stating that “...he had great fault to find with her, that he detested her husband, herself, and her 

name,” to which Adrienne courageously replied that “she would always defend her husband and 

that a name was not a crime.”24 

 

At the very least, Adrienne was reunited with her cousin, Madame de Duras, with whom 

she found solace and comfort. Nevertheless, Adrienne was well aware of the high possibility of a 

shortened life, and therefore rewrote her will. Should her children be orphaned, she entrusted 

their care to the household staff’s capable and caring hands, showing once again that Adrienne 

perceived the qualities of others not by their status, but by their actions. As the overwhelming 

filth unsurprisingly caused an outbreak of smallpox within the prison, Adrienne and her cousin 

took it upon themselves to nurse the sick. Finally, in July 1794, Adrienne was told of the deaths 

of her grandmother, her mother, and her sister Louise; all three women had been guillotined. In 

her profound grief, Adrienne found her faith in God once again, thanking him for allowing her to 

keep her life, her health, and her mind intact. She herself escaped the same fate only by the fall 

of Robespierre and the Americans’ persistent lobbying with the thinly-veiled threat of retaliation 

should the wife of America’s beloved hero be guillotined. However, to let her live did not mean 

to set her free. Indeed, even as the Reign of Terror came to an end that same month, Adrienne’s 

freedom was not granted until January 1795, because of Legendre’s personal grudge against the 

Lafayette name. 

 

Adrienne’s health did not come out of this year-long experience unscathed; she was 

physically weak from malnourishment and grief. This suffering is clearly indicated in her 

handwriting, which prior to her imprisonment had been neat and controlled, and then became 

unsteady and loose. She eventually made her way back to Chavaniac, where she first sought out 

her son. Perhaps knowing a male Lafayette was prone to dangerous impulsivity, Adrienne sent 

Georges, now sixteen years old, to live with his godfather and namesake in America. She then 

gathered her two daughters by her side once again, and began the ardent search for her husband. 

Adrienne wrote letter upon letter to various authority figures such as Jean-Marie Roland, an 

influential Girondin; Gouverneur Morris; the commander of armies, Duke of Brunswick; 

Frederick Wilhelm II of Prussia; the Princess of Orange; Thomas Pinckney, the Minister to 

England; the Prussian ambassador; and not for the first time, President Washington —

interestingly, the letters she sent him after her release from Le Plessis showed less patience and 
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more subtle aggressiveness than the ones she sent before her imprisonment.25 By September 

1795, having received either unsatisfactory responses or no responses at all, Adrienne took it a 

step further and used her new passport, provided by Ambassador James Monroe with the purpose 

of bringing her to America, to travel to Austria, where she had learned her husband was being 

held captive. She hid herself under the name “Motier” —one of her husband’s many names— to 

ensure safe passage across the borders. 

 

Through an old family relation, she secured a meeting with the Prince von Rosenberg, the 

Grand Chamberlain of Austria, who arranged for her to have an audience with Francis II, the 

Holy Roman Emperor himself, whose jurisdiction over her husband’s fate motivated Adrienne’s 

cunning deception. She boldly demanded of the Emperor to either let Gilbert go free, or allow 

her to join him in prison. Upon learning her true identity and her motives for such a ruse, the 

Emperor expressed his admiration for Adrienne and accepted her second proposition: Adrienne 

was to join her husband in the Prison of Olmütz. Mirroring their mother’s bravery and loyalty, 

Anastasie and Virginie, eighteen and thirteen years old respectively, insisted on accompanying 

her. By October, the family was reunited. 

 

The Prison of Olmütz was another kind of miserable Hell. Gilbert’s cell was small and 

wet, cold with the outside draft, and putrid from the adjoining disposal system. His health had 

suffered greatly in these conditions, and even his ever-optimistic morale had darkened into 

despair. Adrienne and their children’s unexpected arrival undoubtedly contributed to his 

survival. Adrienne nursed her husband back to health with her mere presence, and it was at that 

point in time when Gilbert finally realized the true extent of his wife’s devotion. On top of 

sewing their father some new clothes and shoes, Anastasie and Virginie managed to bribe the 

guards beneath their glassless window with food in exchange for smuggling out their letters. This 

endeavor served to inform the citizens of France of Adrienne’s actions and to create an outcry for 

the Lafayettes’ freedom. There were even plays made about Adrienne’s passionate loyalty to her 

husband. 

 

 
Lafayette Family in Olmütz Prison 

Special Collections and College Archives, Skillman Library, Lafayette College 
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Meanwhile, Adrienne’s already fragile health deteriorated drastically, causing her to 

catch illness upon illness. When the family’s plea for a doctor was met with a choice for 

Adrienne to either seek medical treatment in Vienna and never come back, or remain untreated in 

the Prison of Olmütz, la Femme Lafayette did not hesitate to choose the latter; nothing would 

separate her from her husband again. Even in sickness and in pain, Adrienne nevertheless 

continued to provide her children with an education, using her own knowledge and the scarce 

selection of books that were eventually provided to them, while Gilbert delighted them with his 

telling of stories. Adrienne also secretly wrote down a manuscript of her mother’s life in the 

margins of a book with a toothpick and China ink, so that she would not be forgotten. In 

September 1797, two years after Adrienne, Anastasie, and Virginie had joined Gilbert in Olmütz, 

the family was liberated. 

 

              
Life of H. d'Aguesseau by Adrienne 

Special Collections and College Archives, Skillman Library, Lafayette College 

 

Adrienne never quite recovered from her continual illnesses, but once again she did not 

let her health obstruct her priority for her family’s needs. With her husband still in exile and 

recovering from his long captivity, Adrienne resumed her role as the unconventional head of the 

family. It is worth noting that her marriage to Gilbert entered a new dynamic post-imprisonment, 

where she took on the “man’s role” despite her husband’s homecoming. From 1797 to late 1799, 

Adrienne handled the financials, made business trips to Paris to settle their estates, and spoke to 

politicians regarding the reinstatement of her proscribed husband who, meanwhile, sent her 

numerous letters in which he expressed his longing for her return and bemoaned her absence. 

This role-reversal is almost comical in its development, and also showcases Adrienne 

overcoming her own self-labeled selfishness in order to ascertain the well-being of their 

everyday affairs. She continued to use her wits and words to navigate through her financial and 

political endeavors, including personal appeals to Napoleon Bonaparte to allow Lafayette to 
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return to France. Adrienne played on Napoleon’s typically male perception of women as delicate 

and harmless creatures in order to reassure him that Gilbert, with his famed and powerful name, 

was no threat to him or his regime. When Lafayette snuck back into France, Napoleon left him 

alone. 

 

Château Lagrange Library 

Special Collections and College Archives, Skillman Library, Lafayette College 

 

The Lafayettes lived a peaceful life in the Château LaGrange, inherited from Adrienne’s 

mother and situated forty miles outside of Paris. Georges had returned from America as soon as 

he had heard a rumor of his family’s newfound freedom, and was living with the Lafayettes. The 

three children eventually married with Adrienne’s encouragement to do so for love. Adrienne’s 

health continued steadily to decline, with the occasional moments of convalescence, until she 

could no longer stand and began to suffer from Biblical hallucinations and seizures. 

Nevertheless, she remained serene and content all throughout, for she had her beloved Gilbert 

always at her bedside.26 On December 24, 1807, ten years after the Lafayettes’ release from 

Olmütz, Adrienne finally succumbed to the lasting effects of her illnesses. She died surrounded 

by her loving family, and it is said that in her final moments, in spite of her weakness, she 

reached up to embrace her husband and spoke her last words —words that Gilbert would later 

have engraved on a pendant which he wore for the remainder of his years: “Je suis toute à vous.” 

As though self-aware of her legacy, Adrienne summarized her life in these few simple but 

poignant words: “I am all yours.” 
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Adrienne de Noailles 

 

 

In conclusion, Marie Adrienne Françoise de Noailles cannot be considered a typical 

“Great Woman;” however, her atypical revolutionary actions by no means strip her of the title. In 

a monarchical country overthrown by an antagonized people and later overtaken by blood-thirsty 

radicals, Adrienne managed not only to ensure her husband’s and children’s survival, but also to 

do so whilst adhering to the altruistic values taught to her by her mother. Despite witnessing the 

citizens of France descend into the madness of the guillotine, Adrienne’s unconventional 

education permitted her to stay true to the belief that everyone, no matter their social status, 

religion, color, or sex, was entitled to equality and respect. By using an intelligence and way of 

thinking worthy of modern standards, she successfully endeavored to become the head of the 

Lafayette family in financial, societal, and moral aspects. While she proudly assigned herself the 

epithet of la Femme Lafayette, she still unwittingly secured a legacy of her own –however 

obscured by louder figures– strengthened by her beliefs and values constructed from an 

unorthodox upbringing. Based on the choices she made and the paths she took throughout her 

life, Adrienne defied the norms of women in eighteenth century nobility by becoming a devoted 

wife, a caring mother, an abolitionist, a business woman, a dedicated strategist, and the epitome 

of altruistic nurturing. 
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The Women Behind Lafayette and Chastellux,  

Two French Heroes of the American Revolution 

 by Dr. Iris de Rode 

 

 

 

 As the famous saying goes, “Behind every successful man, there is a strong woman.” 

This is the case for many famous men of history, but also for two related Frenchmen who fought 

in the American Revolution: the Marquis de Lafayette (1757-1834) and his uncle the Chevalier 

de Chastellux (1734-1788). When they were fighting for American Independence in the nascent 

United States, two Parisian Marquises (plural of Marquise), one Lafayette’s wife, the other 

Chastellux’s sister, were dealing with the personal affairs of the two French officers at their 

homes in Paris. This becomes apparent in the published, private correspondence of the famous 

Marquis de Lafayette with his wife Adrienne. It also appears in the unpublished epistolary 

exchanges of Lafayette’s uncle by marriage, the lesser-known Chevalier François-Jean de 

Chastellux (1734-1788) with his sister Marie-Anne-Judith de Chastellux (1732-1797), who 

became the Marquise de la Tournelle after her marriage in 1749.1 She was called “just” Marie by 

her younger brother, François-Jean. He served as Major General directly under Rochambeau in 

the French expeditionary army that participated in the Victory of Yorktown. His unpublished 

letters, which I discovered in his family’s château in Burgundy, shed light on the important and 
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precious function that his beloved sister played in his life during the American Revolution, when 

he called her his “principle agent.”2 Based on these two French correspondences at the time of 

the American War of Independence, this article will show that Marie and Adrienne, the two 

Marquises, managed Chastellux’s and Lafayette’s affairs in France, and greatly participated in 

the fulfillment of their life achievements. It also shows that in the aristocratic circles of Ancien 

Régime France, women played prominent roles, albeit always behind the scenes. 

Before we dive into the details of their correspondences, some genealogical background 

is needed. Adrienne, Gilbert, Marie, and François-Jean were related. Even though Marie, 

François-Jean, and Adrienne were not from the same generation (Marie was 28 years older than 

Adrienne, François-Jean 26 years older), and even though they did not share the same last name 

(Noailles and Chastellux), they were related. Through their mothers they shared the same family 

branch: d’Aguesseau. François-Jean and Marie de Chastellux’s parents were Guillaume-Antoine 

de Chastellux and Claire-Thérèse d’Aguesseau, the daughter of the famous Chancellier de 

France, the head of the administration and judicial system of the French Kingdom of Louis XV.3 

Claire-Thérèse d’Aguesseau had a brother, named Jean-Baptiste d’Aguesseau. When her 

husband died unexpectedly in 1742, Claire-Thérèse moved into the Parisian home of her brother, 

together with her children, amongst whom François-Jean and his sister Marie. Jean-Bapiste’s 

children lived there too, his daughter Henriette-Anne d’Aguesseau (1737-1794), and two of her 

siblings. Over the years the cousins became very close. When, years later, in 1760, Henriette-

Anne had her daughter Adrienne with her husband the Duke Jean-Louis-Paul-François de 

Noailles, Marie and François-Jean became dear aunts and uncles to the young Adrienne.  

Fourteen years later, when Adrienne married Gilbert de Lafayette, Gilbert also became 

close to his older Chastellux relatives. François-Jean and Marie attended their wedding, and 

after, the two couples met frequently during family and other aristocratic events in Paris and their 

countryside châteaux, but also at the French court at Versailles and in the fashionable Parisian 

salons of their times. François-Jean de Chastellux had fought with Lafayette’s father and 

Adrienne’s uncles and cousins during the Seven Years’ War; and through successive generations 

their families were interrelated by marriages and their functions in the French army, and by their 

positions in the administration of the kings of France. Belonging to the same aristocratic circle 

was very important in 18th-century France. The older the family name, the more connections one 

had at court, the more popular and influential one could become. Both Marie and Adrienne were 

aware of this, and made good use of their names and family networks. However, the Noailles 

family name, and their wealth, put Adrienne in a more prestigious position than Marie in the 

glittering world of Versailles. 

During the period of the American War of Independence, when Lafayette was in his 

twenties and Chastellux in his fifties, the two spent a great deal of time together. This started just 

after the arrival of Major General Chastellux with the French expeditionary army in July 1780. 

As a Major General of the Continental Army, Lafayette visited the French, to welcome them in 

the name of his general, George Washington, but also to inform them on the state of his army 

and the potential joint actions the two allied armies could cooperate on. He and his older uncle 

by marriage, Chastellux, visited the French Newport encampment and they inspected its 
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surroundings together. Lafayette was eager to learn about warfare from the more experienced 

Chastellux, who in turn could learn a lot from Lafayette who had already spent a few years in 

America. During the following autumn and winter, Chastellux, together with a few other French 

officers, performed a reconnaissance tour to study the American lands and former battlefield 

sites in order to understand the war they were fighting, and especially how to defeat their enemy, 

the British. Lafayette joined them frequently on these trips in order to share his experience. They 

also attended the same dinner parties and balls, and went to meetings with prominent Americans 

together in Philadelphia. 

In the autumn of 1780, it was also Lafayette who introduced Chastellux to George 

Washington for the first time, leading to a deep and lasting friendship between the two. While 

Lafayette was Washington’s “adopted” son, Chastellux became Washington’s BFF (Best French 

Friend). They were the same age, had a similar background, and had the same interests. They 

were also both concerned about their younger cousin and adopted son, who had less experience 

than they had in war, and who was having a difficult time in the Southern campaign of the 

summer of 1781. That same year, Chastellux and Lafayette were fighting side by side, and both 

played a crucial role in the Battle of Yorktown, leading to American Independence. 

In their spare time, when they were not dealing with important military matters, Lafayette 

and Chastellux wrote long letters to their loved ones who were far away in the French capital. 

Lafayette wrote frequently to his “heart” Adrienne, and Chastellux to his “très chère” sister 

Marie. In total, Chastellux wrote 26 letters to his sister during his two-and-a-half-years-long 

campaign (which is more than he wrote to anyone else). Lafayette wrote at least 21 letters to his 

wife, during his several stays in America between 1777 and 1781.4 

In Paris, the two Marquises had many responsibilities and occupations. They had to 

manage their households, Adrienne had her children to care for, and they had to attend many 

social events that were fundamental to keeping up their excellent reputation in the elite 

aristocratic circles in Paris and at the court of Versailles. Both attended the same salons, such as 

those of Madame Helvétius, Madame Geoffrin, and Madame Necker. In order to be able to 

follow all the intellectual debates and conversations in these circles they also needed to study, 

read, and meet people. Even though she was busy, Adrienne missed her husband greatly when 

they were divided by the Atlantic Ocean. Marie, for her part, was in a very unhappy marriage 

with her husband, the Marquis de la Tournelle, who was more interested in gambling and 

drinking than being with his wife. She missed her brother dearly. 

When the long-awaited letters arrived, it was a happy occasion for Adrienne and Marie. 

The postal systems were very slow and unreliable compared to modern times; it took several 

months for a letter to cross the Atlantic. These letters are very interesting to us today, as they 

make it possible to reconstruct the ways Chastellux would have spoken to his sister, and 

Lafayette to his wife. As the Dutch historian Hans Bots notes: “The letter in the eighteenth 

century is more than a letter. Separated friends talk to each other in letters. In a society that sets 

conversation as the supreme value, the letter is a substitute for it; it is an image of conversation. 

Letters served as ‘second best,’ a surrogate, something which had to be resorted to when there 

was a physical barrier between the correspondents.”5 If we compare the letters that Chastellux 
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and Lafayette wrote to Marie and Adrienne, there are several similarities to note. First, the letters 

were always alike in their form, which is typical of their age, marked by many conventions 

amongst the French aristocracy. According to French historian Pierre-Yves Beaurepaire, the 

epistolary exchange was part of a societal trade. “There is in this game a true art of good 

correspondence and sensitivity.”6 

Topics were discussed in the “free tone of conversation,” following the strict rules of 

politeness. This can indeed be found in the letters of Lafayette and Chastellux, who wrote many 

compliments and dedications to Marie and Adrienne in the epistolary forms of the 18th century. 

For instance, Chastellux wrote: “I would have liked much better to speak about you than about 

myself, and to tell you of my tender friendship for you,” and “Farewell my dear sister I wish you 

all kind of happiness and satisfaction and I wish for peace to bring me back to you.”7 As was 

expected, Lafayette expressed his heartfelt love to his wife, such as: “night obliges me to 

discontinue my letter (…) Once more, adieu; if my fingers be at all guided by my heart, it is not 

necessary to see clearly to tell you that I love you, and that I shall love you all my life.”8 These 

type of expressions were of course sincere, but they also fit into the writing conventions of the 

time between loved ones. The two men were also following the other, formal writing 

conventions, by always explaining how the letter was sent (by naming the ship on which they 

sent the letter), giving details about their health, asking how certain loved ones or relatives were 

doing – and sending them their greetings. After the personal side, they discussed their actions 

and adventures in America, what they had done, whom they had met, and what would happen 

next in their campaigns. 

On several occasions in their letters to their wife and sister, Lafayette and Chastellux 

wrote about each other. In his first letters to Adrienne in America in 1777 (before Chastellux was 

in America) Lafayette asked her to “compliment the Chevalier de Chastellux” several times.9 

Chastellux wrote to his sister during his transatlantic crossing in the spring of 1780 that he was 

eager to see Lafayette at his arrival and to “observe the laurels he had reaped” in America.10 

Chastellux also asked his sister to convey messages to Adrienne. In August of 1781, he wrote: 

“M. de Lafayette behaved perfectly as a soldier and as a politician, tell this to his wife.”11 And, 

after Yorktown, when Lafayette returned to Paris: “I do not enter into any other details, my dear 

sister, because you will learn them from M. de Lafayette. [...] Congratulate my cousin on the 

brilliant return of her husband.”12 

In addition, both gentlemen were asking their female correspondents to purchase special, 

luxury goods for them in Paris. Lafayette penned: “I have a somewhat unusual favor to ask of 

you, and that is to buy for me a piece of blue material — the blue of summer skies — soft leather 

or vicuna, dyed, or French linen. But it must be of the finest material to be found anywhere. The 

price does not matter, because I want to give the Americans a sample of our manufactures that 

will astonish them.” He also asked: “Could you find for me a tea-set like the one Madame de 

Boufflers has, with this difference, that the porcelain must be of the finest white Sèvres and the 

spoons silver-gilt? I wish to make a gift of it to Madame Washington.”13 

Chastellux made similar requests to his sister, such as sending him “powder and ointment 

to be taken from Duchamps, Perfumer, opposite the Hôtel de Noailles (Lafayette’s residence) 
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and 100 pounds of oil from the butler of the Archbishop of Aix en Provence.” And, later, when 

the summer heat of Virginia was plaguing him, he made another request. “I also ask you to ask 

our cousin where M. de la Fayette has had marshal's epaulets made with two silver stars. The 

heat of this country does not allow embroidered clothing to be worn during the summer; and the 

epaulet is enough to distinguish. I beg you to have 6 epaulets made, all the same, and to send me 

the camelot, the lining and the epaulets.”14 These requests seem frivolous to us today, but these 

kind of luxury items were supremely important for maintaining the reputations of both Lafayette 

and Chastellux in America. In their aristocratic world, appearance was crucial, and in America 

they were admired for it. 

Chastellux did not only ask for luxury items, he asked for more help from his sister. 

When he left for America, he had many outstanding debts and several payments to make at 

different stores in Paris. While he was sailing to America, he wrote to his sister that he appointed 

her as “his intermediary” for all his “affairs.” “I send you my dear sister,” he wrote “all the 

necessary paperwork to receive my income.”15 He added: “Would you please have Verdelet, my 

secretary, tell at the Gazette office, that the prints from the trip to Italy will continue to be 

received, and that Mr. Viat will pay him.” Mr. Viat was Chastellux's notary, who carried out 

some of his payments. He also asked his sister to make his outstanding payments at “Mr. 

Daideville, Master of Cloth on rue l'Honoré, Mr. Nau, Silk Merchant on Rue de la Lingerie, and 

Mr. Dangreur, Master of Canvas on Rue des Bourdonnais.”16 During his campaign, he wrote 

several similar requests, and his sister was always willing to help. His financial situation before 

leaving to America was dire, as he was the youngest son of his family, which prevented him 

from receiving his family’s wealth. By the end of the American campaign however, mainly due 

to his increased military income, but also because of the help of his sister in managing his 

capital, Chastellux was finally out of debt. 

Lafayette did not ask for this kind of aid directly, but it seems that he knew that he could 

count on his wife for his financial dealings. Adrienne seemed to do this out of her own initiative. 

For instance, during Lafayette’s first trip to America in 1777, together with her mother, she was 

involved in organizing insurance for cargo Lafayette had invested in on the vessel La Victoire, 

which saved him a lot of money after this ship sank to the bottom of the ocean.17 And, later in 

life, to secure her husband’s and her own financial stability, she did not hesitate to sell property 

when this was needed, or to choose a less assuming Parisian home. In addition, in the time of 

American Independence, Adrienne went beyond helping her own household. She adopted the 

role of executor over charitable works. In 1782, while at Chavaniac, her husband’s estate in 

Auvergne, she established an alternative way of self-sufficiency for women with the opening of a 

weaving school at St. Georges d’Aurac.18 Some of her achievements were common for 

aristocratic Catholic women to undertake, including assisting farmers in times of famine, but the 

extent and sincerity with which she carried out her duty was special, as was her sole focus on 

helping women. Of course, she performed similar actions to help Lafayette and others after the 

period of the War of Independence, but that falls out of the scope of this article. 

Furthermore, Adrienne and Marie could secure important positions for Lafayette and 

Chastellux while they were serving abroad. Chastellux, with the prospect of returning to France, 
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asked his sister to help him secure his advancement in the French army by using her network of 

influence at court, especially her friendships with the wives and sisters of the French 

administrators of Versailles. And indeed, Marie negotiated his very lucrative and prestigious 

appointments of Inspecteur and Gouverneur for him. She asked another female cousin to help, 

the Countess de Chastellux.19 Through her husband, the Countess was close to Madame Victoire, 

one of Louis XV’s daughters who was highly influential at court. Marie wrote a letter to the 

Countess de Chastelux: “You will be asked to have Madame Victoire speak for the Chevalier 

(François-Jean); this poor man does not have a happy idea of his future. If only we could prepare 

a pleasant surprise for him and that he could find 12,000 livres of income and an inspection on 

his return.”20 Madame Victoire indeed spoke directly to the man who made such decisions: Louis 

XVI’s Minister of War, the Maréchal de Ségur. After this meeting, Marie de Chastellux wrote to 

her brother: “Mr de Ségur has answered with all the interest that his old friendship for you 

inspires in him. [...] Mme Victoire has promised Mme de Comtesse de Chastellux to talk about it 

to others too.”21 

This example highlights the importance of the female network of Marie de Chastellux, 

and more generally the important, influential roles that the women of France played behind the 

scenes for the men they were related to. François-Jean Chastellux was well aware of his sister’s 

and cousin’s help and confessed to Marie that: “My family and friends have taken so much 

trouble with my affairs that in truth I am almost ashamed of them, and fear they have harassed 

our ministry too much.”22 

Lafayette’s own military ascent had happened in America in George Washington’s army, 

but one of his underlying motivations in joining the American cause was that Lafayette was 

dreaming of military glory in his own country, France. At the end of the 18th century, the French 

army had been reformed, and it was hard for young aristocrats like him to rise to the higher ranks 

of Louis XVI’s army. Military advancement had to be found elsewhere. For Lafayette, his role in 

American Independence helped him secure an important rank in the French army upon his 

return, that of a maréchal de camp, a high function that was very rare to obtain at his age. This 

was inspired by his important role in that war, but also was particularly due to his wife’s 

connections and wealth; the Noailles family was deeply imbedded in Louis XVI’s government. 

Last but not least, both Lafayette and Chastellux knew that letter writing could play an 

important function in their reputation-building in Paris, and that Adrienne and Marie were 

instrumental in this. The difficulty and expense of sending letters across the Atlantic Ocean at the 

time made the receipt of a letter directly from a participant in the “American War” a very special 

event in Paris. News about the war was fanatically sought after; tout Paris wanted to know 

everything about the heroic actions of their army in the New World. The phenomenon of the 

“Americano-manie,” a mania for everything American, was widespread in French society. At 

Versailles, it was fashionable for ladies to wear “liberty-ships” in their wigs, literally a model 

ship lodged at the top of their hair. Franklin’s portrait appeared everywhere, from snuffboxes, to 

miniature paintings, to necklaces that adorned the necks of the Parisiennes. 

And thus, Chastellux and Lafayette in America, knew that the letters they wrote would 

not only be read by their wife or sister, but would ultimately reach a larger audience through 
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them. These women would make sure the letters would be circulated in their circle of friends and 

relatives, and that they would be read aloud in the famous Parisian salons, probably even at 

court. Sometimes, they could also be published in scholarly journals or periodicals. For the sake 

of discretion, the letters were thus often written in two parts: a general letter of information 

addressed to the wider circle of Adrienne and Marie, and another more personal letter. 

Both gentlemen were very well aware of this side of letter writing, but both had different 

objectives. Chastellux hoped to become known as a “spécialiste” on the nascent United States;23 

Lafayette desired to be celebrated as a military hero, fighting for American independence. 

Because of Chastellux’s wish, he indeed stayed in the shadows of his nephew’s fame, and it took 

240 years for him to be rediscovered by the author of this article. Chastellux was not only a 

military man; he was a recognized philosophe of the Enlightenment, member of the Forty 

Immortals of the prestigious Académie Française, known for his book “On Public Happiness,” a 

precursor to Bentham.24 While in America, he knew that news on the American Revolution, 

where Enlightened abstractions became reality, was beneficial for his position as a philosopher 

of the Enlightenment. His fellow philosophes were eager to hear first-hand experiences of one of 

their colleagues on this new, democratic republican experiment. To his sister he described his 

travels with Lafayette, his numerous meetings with George Washington, and the “magnificent” 

dinner he organized for him in Newport (Rhode Island). He also wrote about his visit to Thomas 

Paine’s home, as well as his stay at Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello and his dinners with James 

Madison and Samuel Adams. Writing about these meetings was important for his reputation, as 

being close to the important actors of the American Revolution added to his credibility as a 

specialist on America. 

But, more importantly, Chastellux added his philosophical thoughts and theories about 

the new republic that was in full development, the discussions he had with these prominent 

revolutionaries, the differences between state constitutions, and the religious and economic 

differences between states. In this context, he explicitly asked his sister to be “the principal agent 

of my correspondence.” And so she was; she would read these letters aloud in the French salons 

she visited, at dinner parties, or at family events. She would also send copies of the letters to 

relatives, friends, famous philosophes, and politicians. In 1781, Chastellux wrote a larger travel 

diary on one of his American travels, of which he sent several prints to his sister. He asked her to 

distribute it to his friends and family, at court, and in the Académie Française.  

By spreading his writings around, his sister greatly participated in the creation of his 

reputation as a “specialist” on America, and his letters and diary circulated widely. Excerpts 

were copied in a famous French newspaper, and were even translated into German. This would 

not have been possible without the aid of Marie de Chastellux, Marquise de la Tournelle. She 

participated in the augmentation of Chastellux’s fame as a famous philosophe in his own time, 

leading to his travel diary still being cited by some historians today.25 However, he is not 

celebrated as one of the military heroes of the American Revolution, despite his important role in 

the Yorktown campaign, as the initiator of a long reconnaissance mission that led to the decision 

to attack Yorktown, and as the liaison officer between the French and American armies. He 
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never wrote about his participation in Yorktown, or his exact role, and thus, his role has fallen 

into oblivion. 

This forms a stark contrast with his younger nephew, Lafayette. Of course, he fought in 

more battles than his uncle, and had played a crucial role in the decision of sending 

Rochambeau’s army to America, but he also created his own heroic image through the art of 

letter writing. He and his wife created a conscious propaganda campaign to make Lafayette 

famous as the hero of the American Revolution, riding the wave of the Americomanie, and 

understanding the importance of influencing public opinion. It should go without saying that the 

careful cultivation of one’s desired public image was accomplished with letter writing in the 18th 

century, the precursor to the widespread self-promotion on social media in our present time. 

Together, the Lafayette couple achieved great success. His reputation before leaving for 

America needed some polishing; at court he was known as a provincial boy, not at ease with the 

required etiquette at Versailles and especially not at ease while dancing – an important aspect of 

life at court. Having heroic stories about his exploits in America circulate in France would be 

very beneficial for the young nobleman. Philippe Schneider, in his dissertation on Lafayette’s 

reputation, concludes: “During the American War of Independence, thousands of Frenchmen 

fought on his side, but almost all of them remained in the shadows. Lafayette stood out from all 

these soldiers not only because of his warlike prowess and his high rank in the army, but also and 

above all because of his talent for communication, which allowed him to orchestrate a skillful 

propaganda recalling until his death the exploits of his youth.”26 To this should be added: he did 

this together with Adrienne. 

Indeed, Lafayette wrote about his exploits and motivations to others too, but he also made 

Adrienne part of his public relations device, whether she publicly fainted in his arms upon his 

return to Paris, or pushed her husband’s career to the guests at the Hôtel de Noailles, where she 

organized many “soirées américaines.” Indeed, in Paris, Adrienne became known as one of the 

first to have expressed her enthusiasm and support for the cause of the American insurgents. 

Letters and newspapers of the time report: “She praises, wherever she can, with a warmth that 

sometimes surprises her guests, the deeds of the companions of Franklin and Washington.”27 

And, when her husband was on campaign, Lafayette’s “young wife is treated everywhere as a 

hero's wife. At the Café Procope, at the Café de la Régence, at the ice-cream and the lemonade 

parlors of the Palais Royal, the literary salons and the Masonic lodges.”28 

When she received a letter from her husband describing his heroic actions, she knew how 

to create a special event out of it, more than Marie de Chastellux did, and how to spread the news 

to the right people to augment her husband’s popularity, and indirectly her own. As her 

biographer Maurois puts it: “One can imagine the effect of such letters in Paris and Versailles: on 

Adrienne first of all, proud of her husband's protestations of love (…); but also on Ségur, 

Noailles and Poix too, who made much of them at court, and saw to it that they were read by the 

Queen, and by their friends, the philosophers.”29 Lafayette’s deeds were praised, his adventures 

told and printed, and everybody in Paris and France was eagerly waiting for news about his role 

in the cause of Liberty. 
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An important moment happened in 1779, when Queen Marie Antoinette shortened her 

accustomed post-dinner procession to La Muette in order to escort Adrienne home upon her 

husband’s return. The Queen’s action made the couple even more famous. Moreover, Adrienne 

made sure her home, the Hôtel de Noailles, became the headquarters of Americans in Paris. 

Every Monday, American guests dined in company with the Noailles family and all the liberal 

youths of the nobility who had been brought together by the cause of the War of Independence. 

Franklin was a frequent guest, as were also the Jays and the Adamses. In addition, Mrs. Jay and 

Mrs. Adams often visited the house to talk of children and housekeeping with Adrienne, and 

probably also the more exciting matters of the American Revolution, its politics, its promises for 

the future. Finally, Adrienne began a correspondence with George Washington, her husband’s 

mentor, adding even more importance to her own reputation. 

Because of all these efforts and public displays, the Lafayette couple became well known, 

even legendary, closely identified with the American Revolution and the values it represented.30 

Lafayette’s reputation as Hero of the American Revolution was set by his own actions, but also 

with the help of Adrienne. In 1781, his well-planned return to announce the victory of Yorktown 

made him even more popular. He received the acclaim for this victory in France and particularly 

at Versailles, while Rochambeau’s officers such as Chastellux stayed in America until 1783. 

When they returned, they received a grand welcome from the French King Louis XVI, but the 

real “Américomanie” had already faded away. A few years later, Lafayette maintained his 

popularity with his involvement in the writing of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the 

Citizen, but also because of Adrienne who stayed at his side even in the darkest hours of the 

French Revolution. Finally, his American Farewell Tour aggrandized his reputation as the Hero 

of the American Revolution in America and created his fame that continues to shine today. 

It can be concluded that the two related women who stood behind Lafayette and 

Chastellux during the American War of Independence were highly important for their reputation-

building in Paris, for their financial dealings, and for their advancement in the army: all life 

achievements they could not have reached on their own. And, both “couples,” through their 

letters, accomplished what they had hoped for: mainly thanks to Marie, Chastellux became 

known in his time as a specialist on the young United States; and with their cousin Adrienne’s 

aid, Lafayette was celebrated as the most famous French Hero of the American War of 

Independence. His legacy and his popularity today would probably look different absent both the 

importance of letter writing at the time and Adrienne’s aid. Without these factors, maybe the 

American Friends of Lafayette would not even exist today. 

As for Chastellux’s legacy, it took about 240 years to rediscover his unpublished papers, 

to be able to assess and appreciate his role, and to celebrate him as one of the other French 

heroes of American Independence, despite his wish to stay “just” a specialist on America. His 

biography has just been published in French, and an English book about him is on the way.31 In 

these, the rightful place of Marie is recognized, and hopefully, the roles of women behind these 

and other famous revolutionaries will finally be more and more acknowledged in the years to 

come. Vive Adrienne, vive Marie! 
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Illustrations: 

• Charles Willson Peale: portrait of Lafayette, Independence National Historical Park 

• Charles Willson Peale: portrait of Chastellux, Independence National Historical Park 

• Unknown artist: portrait of Marie de Chastellux as a child (no other portrait of her has 

been identified) 

• Unknown artist: portrait of Adrienne de Lafayette as a child 
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Adrienne: An Independent Woman 
by Stephanie Dray 

 

 When I first set out to write The Women of Chateau Lafayette, a novel based on the true 

story of the women who carried Lafayette’s legacy forward during three of history’s darkest 

hours, I faced a challenge in how to present Lafayette’s heroically devoted wife Adrienne. 

 

 Her daughter Virginie described her as possessing “an exalted delicacy which removed 

her from any suspicion of jealousy, or at least any petty actions which ordinarily follow 

therefrom.” In fact, every biography and historically contemporary reference portrays her as a 

saintly being - always faithful, never jealous, endlessly patient and willing to subvert her 

judgment to that of her husband. 

  

 But because Adrienne was human, I suspected that this could not be the whole truth. And, 

like any good historical novelist, I went looking for fissures in the historical narrative. 

 

 To Adrienne’s immense credit, I didn’t find many. She remains the most courageous 

heroine I have ever written about. She was a woman who lived her faith, brought joy to her loved 

ones, and was quite capable of exercising independent - and often clever - political judgment. 

 

 It was Adrienne’s decision to put the Château de Chavaniac under revolutionary seal and 

administration to keep it from being looted and burned down in the aftermath of Lafayette’s 

capture and imprisonment by enemies outside of France. It was Adrienne who put the screws to 

American diplomats to help get her husband released. It was Adrienne who took it upon herself 

to protect religious dissidents at Chavaniac--putting her own life on the line to save the curé of 

Chavaniac. And, of course, there was Adrienne’s unilateral decision to join Lafayette in his 

confinement, thereby earning the sympathy of the world, and their eventual release. 

 

 We know that Lafayette respected his wife and her 

decisions, because he referred to the charming little 

letters to officials “which only you know how to write” 

that secured funding for local peasants. Because he 

trusted her judgment when, at a time Napoleon was too 

busy with internal politics to object, Lafayette returned 

to France from exile without permission when his wife 

told him the political time was ripe. And, of course, we 

know Adrienne wasn’t entirely saintly because after one 

letter in which Lafayette was being particularly 

demanding of her, she replied that he was not always 

entirely fair to her. And he was apologetic in the 

aftermath. 

 

 But one of the most interesting fissures in the 

official narrative about Adrienne has to do with an 

interesting decision she made in her lifetime which 
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actually ran counter to her husband’s interests. This had to do with her personal faith. During the 

French Revolution, when priests were pressured and threatened to take the civic oath, Adrienne 

and her sisters continued to attend services of so-called “non-juring” priests. That is, priests who 

would not take this oath renouncing the authority of the Pope in Rome. 

 

 This was certainly noticed by both Lafayette’s friends and enemies. Could the French 

hero really stitch together a secular civic state while his own wife flouted the attempt to bring the 

Catholic church in France to heel? 

 

 This came to a head on the night Lafayette was to entertain the new Bishop of Paris--who 

had taken the civic oath, and was persecuting priests who would not. Adrienne flatly refused to 

host the man. Her obstinance came at a particularly bad time for Lafayette as he was trying to 

mediate between hot-headed Jacobins and arrogant royalists, while Gouverneur Morris was 

warning him that “in running a middle, sensible course, you run the risk of being hated by both 

sides.” 

 

 But Adrienne had sacrificed alongside her husband for the religious liberty of Protestants 

and Jews and would not now condone the revolution’s stripping the rights of her fellow 

Catholics. Thus, she held her ground. If Lafayette was going to dine with the Bishop of Paris, he 

would do it alone. But what happened at that dinner is also very telling about how much respect 

Lafayette had for his wife. 

 

 When her absence was noticed, the Bishop complained of it, encouraging Lafayette to 

crush the spirit of dissent in his own household - saying that it reflected poorly on him that he 

couldn’t control his own wife. To this, Lafayette replied by reminding the man that he did not 

share his wife’s religious beliefs, “But if you knew my marriage, you would realize that she is not 

my subject, nor would I wish her to be. She is a woman of high-minded principle and the model 

of kindness; of a character we would all do well to emulate. I would no more crush my wife’s 

spirit than I would persecute any other citizen for matters of conscience. And I promise that if 

you try to crush her spirit, you will find me in your way, sword in hand.”1 

 

 This statement is not only a tribute to Lafayette’s gallantry, but to the remarkable 

partnership these two people shared in their marriage. One built on ideals, courage, activism, and 

love. They could not have known that their marriage would change the world, but it did. And 

Adrienne Lafayette deserves her share of the glory. 

 

 

About the Author 

 

 AFL member Stephanie Dray is a New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and USA Today 

bestselling author of historical women's fiction, including, most recently, The Women of Chateau 

Lafayette. Her award-winning work has been translated into twelve different languages and tops 

lists for the most anticipated reads of the year. 

 

 
1 This quote is a lightly edited version of my source Adrienne: The Life of the Marquise de La Fayette by André 

Maurois. Since Maurois’ text is a translation from the French, I believe that my version is acceptable. 
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Adrienne de Noailles: Partner in Abolition 
by Kathryn Tone 

 

 “Rare the alliance, conjugal or otherwise, that fitted so effectively into the scheme of 

things as the marriage of the Lafayette’s.”  

              Ardent Adrienne, by Lida McCabe 

 

 Of all the fortunate twists of fate in two tumultuous lives, none was more important than 

the chance pairing of the Marquis de Lafayette and Adrienne de Noailles. Together, they chose 

to risk everything – their fortune, their standing in French society, even their lives - to defend the 

principles of the Enlightenment. The couple’s unwavering dedication to the concept of freedom 

for everyone, regardless of their station in life, sometimes put them at odds with their peers, both 

in America and France. This was never more apparent than when they set out to prove that 

slavery could be abolished. As with many of his bold, dramatic plans, the Cayenne Project was 

initiated by Lafayette, but it was Adrienne’s quiet perseverance that brought the vision of gradual 

emancipation for a group of enslaved plantation workers close to becoming a reality. 

 

 The kindred spirit which animated the path shared by Adrienne and her husband was not 

predictable. Marriage among the noble families of France in the 18th century had little to do with 

love, or even compatibility. Marriage was for money, property, or influence in the rigidly 

structured French court. The two teenagers’ expectations on their wedding day in April 1774 

were probably conventional. Adrienne no doubt envisioned a life revolving around her husband, 

family, and church. Lafayette dreamed of escaping the gilded cage of aristocracy for glory on the 

battlefield. Whatever their expectations were, they could not have imagined that their bond – 

orchestrated by others to fulfill political and financial purposes – would grow into a loving 

relationship, survive two revolutions, imprisonment, and financial ruin, and change the course of 

history. Also, Lafayette surely could not have foreseen that his shy, pious 14-year-old bride 

would become a woman of incredible strength, courage, and resilience – braver and bolder 

perhaps than her husband. 

 

 Although the young couple were practically strangers when they wed, the Lafayettes 

quickly discovered a shared belief system. They reached the same destination, but took different 

paths to get there. Adrienne’s Roman Catholic faith was the foundation of her values. Unlike 

most female children in the Old Regime, Adrienne and her sisters were not educated in a 

convent. Their mother, the Duchesse d’Ayen supervised their education and encouraged them to 

combine their knowledge – moral, factual and literary – into a coherent whole, and to “think for 

themselves.” Lafayette’s moral influences were more eclectic. The Masonic brotherhood and the 

ex-Jesuit priest Guillaume Raynal introduced an impressionable young Lafayette to the noble 

ideas which would galvanize the rest of his life: liberty, equality, and the rights of man. There 

were other wealthy aristocrats who also embraced these concepts, and recognized that the slave 

trade, a tremendous source of wealth in France, violated the very core of Enlightenment 

philosophy. Few, however, were willing to jeopardize their own wealth and status to defend the 

abolitionist cause. Lafayette and Adrienne were compelled to risk even more. 
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 Soon after his return from America in 1784, Lafayette was determined to take decisive 

action towards proving that the dissolution of the slave trade was not only possible, but could be 

profitable as well. This was an audacious proposal, which was rebuffed by both George 

Washington and Louis XVI. The economy of France was dependent upon revenues from 

the colonies, which were slave societies based largely on production of sugar cane on 

plantations. Figures indicate that slave trade activity alone during the years leading up to 

the French Revolution resulted in some profit percentages exceeding 100 percent. 

 

 Anticipating the resistance of slave owners, Lafayette proposed a program of gradual 

emancipation, using his own funds to purchase land in the French colony of Cayenne to put his 

theories into practice. As with all of her husband’s heroic ideas, Adrienne embraced the project. 

Their daughter Virginie explained, “My mother had a deep need to propagate good, and was 

horrified by all injustice. She was thrilled by my father’s decision to work for the abolition of the 

slave trade. My father gave her a large part of the responsibility for the enterprise, in which she 

believed education was the primary need.” 

 

 
1757 Map of French Guiana by Jacques-Nicolas Bellin 
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 The first properties proved unsuitable, so the estate manager, Henry de Richeprey made 

additional purchases. The collection of estates came to be known as “La Belle Gabrielle,” and by 

1789 there were over 60 enslaved people on the plantation. One of the first changes made was 

converting the land from sugar plantations to the cultivation of spices, which required neither the 

back-breaking work nor deadly labor practices of sugar production. The enslaved people were 

paid for their labor; the sale of any enslaved person was forbidden; schooling was provided; and 

punishment for a black person was no more severe than for a white person. Lafayette also 

instructed that “at the earliest possible time we will avoid the use of these words: slavery, slave, 

for which the blacks have an instinctive repugnance.” 

 

 By 1791, there were 500 new clove trees under cultivation on the Cayenne properties. 

Back in Paris, as Lafayette was increasingly immersed in the unfolding events of the revolution, 

the running of the Cayenne Project fell to Adrienne. She accepted the responsibility 

enthusiastically, and corresponded frequently with Richeprey and his wife, as well as the priests 

at a seminary school, whom she asked to look after the religious welfare of the enslaved people. 

Adrienne’s religious devotion was the bedrock of her approach. She believed that the only way 

to prepare the enslaved people for a life beyond slavery was by instructing them in religion and 

morality. Adrienne’s ambitions clashed with the reality of life on a colonial plantation. For 

example, it was forbidden for enslaved people to learn how to read and write, so the catechisms 

Adrienne sent were useless. The Lafayettes also wished that the enslaved people would marry 

according to the Christian faith, but this was impossible without baptism and religious education. 

In a contemporary context, it seems paternalistic and even ignorant to assume the enslaved 

people had no religion, morality, or social structure of their own. There is no doubt that the 

Lafayettes’ intentions in the Cayenne Project were noble and altruistic. But the very idea that in 

order to free enslaved people, the Lafayettes bought and owned them for a time, was a bitter, 

harsh paradox. For the Lafayettes it was an experiment, but for the people they enslaved, it was 

their lives. 

 

 The good intentions of the Lafayettes’ vision for the Cayenne plantations never had the 

chance to overcome the contradictions. The project became a victim of the revolution which was 

sparked by the very ideals they were trying to propagate. When Lafayette was imprisoned in 

1792, his properties were confiscated by the French revolutionary government. The enslaved 

people Lafayette had hoped to free would be impounded, inventoried, and sold like any other 

assets. Even from his jail cell, Lafayette expressed dismay for the fate of the Cayenne 

experiment. In one of the few letters that he was able to send while in prison he wrote, “I do not 

know what has happened to my plantation in Cayenne, but I hope my wife will see to it that the 

blacks who farm it preserve their freedom.”  

 

 What Lafayette also did not know was that Adrienne herself was about to be imprisoned 

and the family was almost destitute. Unable to financially help the families who lived on the 

Cayenne property, Adrienne, while under house arrest at Chavaniac, wrote a pleading letter to 

the Ministry of the Marine, whose director was in charge of the colonies. Rather than sell the 

plantations, she suggested that the treasury might leave them be and benefit from the profits they 

generated as workers. Her plea was rejected. 
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 Despite being geographically far from the turmoil in France, the enslaved people in 

Cayenne continued to experience the vicissitudes of revolution and its aftermath. In February 

1794, the government abolished slavery in all French territories. What became of the enslaved 

people is unclear, although some may have left the plantation to live in the interior of the 

rainforest. After the Lafayette family was released from Olmütz prison in 1797, Adrienne 

worked tirelessly to have her husband’s name removed from the émigré list. Once this was done, 

Lafayette was eligible to reclaim his title to the lands taken from him during the revolution. But 

this reversal did not last long. Desperate for cash, in 1800 Lafayette renounced his rights to the 

property, including the enslaved workers, for 140,000 livres. Only a few weeks later Napoleon 

reinstated slavery in the French colonies. It was a miserable end to what had begun as a worthy, 

courageous endeavor. 

 

 Although events around her wrested the Cayenne Project from her control, Adrienne’s 

dedication to it never wavered. As with everything Lafayette believed in, she had committed 

herself body and soul to making his abolitionist vision a reality. Upon Adrienne’s death in 1807, 

Lafayette wrote, “I felt so accustomed to all that she meant to me that I did not distinguish her 

existence from my own. She was fourteen years old and I sixteen, when her heart became 

entwined with all that could interest me.” Indeed, Adrienne’s generous heart, entwined with 

Lafayette’s throughout their thirty-four years together, provided the unconditional devotion 

which empowered his world-changing path. It was a happy accident for mankind that the 

Lafayettes’ marriage, which began as a bond created by shrewd aristocratic calculations, became 

a union of two harmonious souls sharing a lifelong devotion to the principles of liberty, equality, 

and dignity for all people. 

 

 

About the Author 

 

 
 

 Kathryn is the author of The King’s Broad Arrow, a historical fiction novel set during the 

early years of the American Revolution.  
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Adrienne de Noailles and the 

 Château de Chavaniac 
by Myriam Wazé 

 

 

 

 

 From my drawing-room overlooking the park of the Château de Chavaniac, where 

Lafayette was born, I think of the time Adrienne de Noailles, his wife, spent there; Adrienne and 

I share common ancestors, Antoine de Salignac and Jeanne de Caumont, who married in 1461. 

Both Adrienne and I are their descendants in different times. 

 

 I also think how strange it is that I am also linked to Gilbert, the hero of the War of 

Independence, by my ancestor Gilbert III Motier de Lafayette, Marshall of France (c.1380 - 

1462). Gilbert’s grandfather, Edouard du Motier de Champetières, inherited the name La Fayette 

from his cousin René-Armand Motier de La Fayette. Only male descendants were allowed to 

inherit the name even if they weren’t in a direct line but were distant cousins, as was the case for 

the Motier de Champetières. Female descendants took their husband’s name and lost their 

maiden names. 

 

 This lineage makes me then cousin of both Adrienne and Gilbert! 

 

 That I live near the château of the hero of the War of Independence makes these family 

links more vivid. This château was to become the Lafayette Memorial after it was purchased by 

the Americans in 1917 and is so dear to the heart of the American Friends of Lafayette. (The 

Gazette through the years regularly published articles about this place.) 

 

 

Description of the Château 

 

 In Adrienne’s time, the château was chilly and not very comfortable, a 14th-century 

building, nearly entirely destroyed by fire in 1701 and rebuilt. “It crowns a rocky wind-swept 

promontory in the heart of the sombre, blue-veiled mountains of Auvergne… A stolid pile 

relieved against the open sky by two round towers.” [McCabe, Lida Rose, Ardent Adrienne: the 

Life of Madame de Lafayette (New York, Appleton and Co., 1930) p. 148.] 

 

 “A great parallelogram… each side of which stands a round solidly built tower fifteen 

meter height and twenty meters in circumference terminated by a bell tower…” The complete 

description is to be found in Crawford, Mary MacDermot, The Wife of Lafayette (London, 

Eveleigh Nash, 1908) pp. 177-181. 
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The Château 

 

 

 Chavaniac is an important place for Lafayette and Adrienne as it was there in 1771 at the 

age of fourteen that Lafayette learned that his maternal great-grandfather had arranged his 

marriage with Mademoiselle de Noailles, then twelve years old. [Collection Edouard de La 

Fayette in André Maurois, Adrienne ou la vie de Madame de la Fayette (Hachette, 1968).] It was 

also there that he received the bad news about Adrienne’s health making it necessary for him to 

return to La Grange in December 1807. Chavaniac is then intimately linked to Adrienne’s and 

Gilbert’s lives even if Adrienne lived in several other places during her life. 

 

 

Adrienne’s Residences 

 

 Adrienne spent her childhood at the Hôtel de Noailles in Paris, and it was there that she 

married the young Lafayette. Her family also owned a residence at Versailles. Lafayette and 

Adrienne bought their own dwelling in 1783, the Hôtel de Bourbon, also in Paris. Lafayette in 
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his Mémoires describes their common life there: “To my taste there is nothing so charming as to 

be a native of the Auvergne, and even the Upper Auvergne, be it said without vanity, and to be in 

the rue de Bourbon in a house that, if it isn’t the most beautiful, is at least infinitely pleasing.” 

Indeed, Adrienne welcomed her guests there, particularly American citizens passing through 

Paris, and including Gouverneur Morris, the official representative of the United States. 

 

 The Noailles family owned the Château de La Grange some 40 miles east of Paris near 

Courpalay. Adrienne inherited it in 1799, and Gilbert and his wife decided to live there after the 

captivity in Olmütz, where Adrienne had joined her husband in prison with their two daughters, 

and their exile in and around Holstein, waiting for the right to return to France legally. It was in 

the Château de La Grange that Adrienne died in 1807. 

 

 

The Journey to Chavaniac in the 18th Century 

 

 Chavaniac was some 450 kilometers from Paris, and the journey was tiresome and 

uncomfortable. The roads were in poor condition, so it took 7- 10 days to travel between these 

places. As the carriages were laden with passengers and their luggage, horses could only cover 5-

7 kilometers per hour. It was also necessary to stop and give horses food and drink, and they 

needed to be swapped out on the trip. The weather also played its part according to the season. 

The carriages had to wait sometimes for several hours before crossing the river Loire. Yet, in 

spite of these travelling conditions, Adrienne traveled many times to Chavaniac. 

 

 

Lafayette’s Family 

 

 At age 12, Lafayette went to Paris to start his military career, leaving behind his 

grandmother, two aunts, sisters of his father, and a cousin, the only family on his father’s side 

except for his distant cousin Antoine de Bouillé, who owned a château some 10 kilometers from 

Chavaniac in Saint-Eble and who, like many nobles, had a military career. 

 

 

Adrienne’s Visits to Chavaniac 

 

 Adrienne visited Chavaniac for both short and long periods; some of these visits were 

very dramatic, especially during the French Revolution. Adrienne’s links to Chavaniac started in 

1779 during Lafayette’s engagement in the American War of Independence. At just twenty, she 

had to manage her husband’s Chavaniac properties along with those of his aunts. In a letter to 

them about the succession of the estate’s bailiff who had recently died, she proposed a successor, 

M Morizot, who remained in charge of Lafayette’s finances for the rest of his life. Morizot wrote 

later, “Madame, la Marquise me dirige admirablement bien dans le travail.” (“Madam, the 

Marquise supervised me very admirably in the work.”) 

 

 In July, August and September 1781, Madame La Marquise de Lafayette, while still in 

Paris, arranged with the church of Chavaniac for donations to social charities for the poor of the 

parish, as shown by the following document. 
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A list of names of people and the money they received for buying 

 wheat, meat, bread, wine, and clothes 

 

1783 

 

 With her husband, Adrienne first visited Chavaniac in July 1783. The couple stayed two 

weeks. Earlier that year, Lafayette’s Aunt Marguerite-Madelaine, who had brought him up, died, 

and this probably accounted for their journey. Aunt Louise-Charlotte, her sister, was left alone. 

“(Est décédée) première en héroïne chrétienne très humble et très puissante Demoiselle 

Marguerite Madelaine du Moutier de Lafayette le 7 janvier et elle a été inhumée dans le cavot 

(sic) de ses ancêtres le 9 dudit mois…” (Archives Départementales de Haute-Loire) “Considered 

a Christian heroine very humble and very powerful, Maguerite-Madelaine died on January 7 and 

was buried in the vault of her ancestors the 9t:h. ” This was the tradition for nobles making 

donations to or paying for the building of the church. Commoners were buried in the ground of 

the churchyard. 

 

 Gilbert couldn’t attend his aunt’s funeral as he was at this time in Cadiz, Spain with the 

Comte d’Estaing preparing for a joint expedition against the English West Indies. 

 

 Adrienne’s first meeting with Louise-Charlotte is described by Adrienne’s daughter 

Madame de Lasteyrie in Vie de Madame de Lafayette par Mme de Lasteyrie, sa fille (Paris, Léon 

Techener fils, 1868.) “It was a perfect happiness for her, nine years after her marriage to discover 

the place where her dear husband was born.” Adrienne was very fond of Gilbert’s aunt, who 

called her with some solemnity “Madame,” and she loved the way she spoke frankly. (Maurois, 
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op. cit.) Adrienne had a filial love for Aunt Louise-Charlotte who had an important place in her 

life. A portrait of Louise-Charlotte in the Johnson Museum at Cornell University gives an idea of 

her appearance as described by McCabe in Ardent Adrienne, the Life of Madame de Lafayette: 

“She wears a fresh blue ribbon in her white lace cap;… the portrait I saw hanging in the château 

Salon…” 

 

 
Louise-Charlotte 

 

 An only child, Gilbert considered Louise-Charlotte’s daughter Louise as a sister. Louise 

married in the church of Chavaniac in September 1776. When she died three years later, her 

mother devoted all her love to Gilbert, her brother’s son, who had been orphaned at an early age. 

 

 1783 was a very busy year for the young couple. Adrienne and Gilbert had decided a year 

earlier to create a weaving school in Saint Georges d’Aurac. Noticing the poverty of the 

peasants, they wanted to give them the opportunity of spending the winter in their villages 

instead of emigrating to town to get work and earn money. There were lots of sheep in the 

surrounding fields producing a good quality wool, and hemp was also cultivated there. This 

school was intended to teach the techniques of spinning and weaving to the area’s men and 

women. Lafayette wrote to Calonne, the General Controller of Finances, asking for subsidies for 

the school as well as for two skilled female teachers and the funds necessary for spinning wheels, 

looms, reeds, etc. 

 

 On April 7, 1783, Adrienne herself wrote to M de Montaran, Inspector, to thank him for 

his help and for his approval of the project. (Archives Nationales, série F-12, liasse 1338-1376) 

Due to Adrienne’s perseverance, Calonne soon after granted 6,000 pounds for the start of this 

school soon after this. Clearly, Adrienne was not only involved in the management of the 

properties, but also in the lives of the peasants and of the parish. 
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1784 

 

 In 1784, Lafayette visited America for the third time. He was invited by George 

Washington, his “adoptive father,” to Mount Vernon, and this journey was the last time he saw 

him. That summer and part of autumn, Adrienne and her children, her mother, the Duchess of 

Ayen, and her sisters, Clotilde and Rosalie, stayed in Chavaniac, remaining until December. 

(Paul Pialoux, Almanach de Brioude, 1985) From America, Lafayette sent Adrienne instructions 

about the staff of the château. He was completely confident in her abilities to be an efficient 

manager. 

 

 

1785 

 

 In 1785, Adrienne, her mother, children, and sister returned to Chavaniac for the summer. 

Lafayette was again travelling abroad, observing military maneuvers in Prussia.  

From there he wrote to Adrienne, “Chavaniac is for me a temple which reunites the sacred 

objects of my heart. It is so natural to love this place… It knows so well the road to Chavaniac… 

I hope, my dear heart that we won’t forget the walks of Chavaniac… It is very important for me 

to make this orchard in the upper garden, the way my aunt and myself have planned it.” 

(Archives de la Grange) 

 

 

1788 

 

 The family again returned in 1788, staying from June to December, when the Provincial 

Assemblies took place. Lafayette had been elected to represent the province of Auvergne. He 

voted for the doubling of the Tiers (the Third Estate), composed of bourgeois, peasants, and 

artisans. The two other social classes were the nobles and clergy. 

 

 

1791 

 

 In 1791, after resigning from the National Guard, Lafayette went with his wife and 

children to Chavaniac. With them came the children’s governess, Mademoiselle Marin, who had 

been governess to Adrienne and her four sisters, as well as M Frestel, tutor to Lafayette`s son 

George. They were soon joined by Adrienne’s mother, the Duchess of Ayen, and one of her 

sisters, the Vicomtesse of Noailles. En route, they stopped at Vaire, not far from Chavaniac, 

where they met Adrienne’s sister, Pauline. 

 

 

The Restoration of the Château 

 

 That year, the well-known architect Antoine Vaudoyer, who had won the Prix de Rome 

in 1783, began the restoration of the château. He kept the dwelling rustic, avoiding too much 

ornament. In fashionable 18th-century style are the staircase with a Louis XVI wooden banister 

and the Salon des Philosophes - a gallery containing the busts of such philosophers as Rousseau, 
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Voltaire, Diderot, Condorcet, as well as the botanist Buffon, and Franklin - with its beautiful oak 

floor and imitation marble by the painter Anica. 

 

 McCabe provides an interesting description of the château as it was in 1911, writing that 

it still looked as it was in the time of Vaudoyer’s restoration. (McCabe, Lida Rose, The Century 

Illustrated Magazine, 1911-1912) She mentions the bust of Washington in front of the portrait of 

Lafayette by Ary Scheffer, engravings of Washington, Jefferson, Franklin, and Jackson as well 

as one of Adrienne. Her text is very moving as it gives some interesting details related to 

Adrienne’s piety. McCabe notes the presence of a small chapel at the extremity of the north 

tower that has a white wooden altar and three paintings. It was there that Adrienne found 

consolation in the difficult times of the French Revolution. There she gathered peasants to attend 

mass, no longer allowed in Chavaniac’s church, which had been closed after the refusal of the 

priest Père Durif to take an oath to sign the Constitution. 

 

 

Jamord’s Christening 

 

 Lafayette’s Indian (Native American) servant, Jamord, was christened in Chavaniac’s 

church in December 1791. Adrienne was his godmother, as mentioned in the Parish archives. 

“L’an 1791 et le 26 décembre a été baptisé le nommé Jamord amériquain âgé d’environ trente 

ans demeurant depuis environ six mois au service de monsieur de lafayette par nous curé de la 

paroisse de Chavaniac auquel nous avons donné le nom d’Antoine en la sainte cérémonie du 

babtême en présence d’Ignace Guintandry chirurgien et de Pierre Saby[?] habitant de Chavaniac 

le parrain a été le Sieur Antoine Servant Damourette prêtre et de ci devant sacristain au chapître 

de Langeac et la marraine madame marie adrienne françoise noailles de lafayette.” 

 

 
Durif Curé (sa signature et celle d’Adrienne Françoise Noailles De Lafayette 

(Parish Registers in Archives départementales de Haute-Loire) 
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 At the end of 1791, Lafayette was recalled by the government to take command of the 

Army of the North, as France was then at war with Austria. Meanwhile, Adrienne decided to stay 

in Chavaniac, even after her mother and sister had left for Paris and her sister Pauline had 

emigrated. 

 

 

1792-1793 

 

 The years 1792-1793 were dreadful for Adrienne. In 1792, Adrienne received news of 

Gilbert’s arrest. The political situation had worsened. Louis XVI and his family were arrested 

during their flight from France, and Lafayette was suspected of helping them flee Paris. On 

August 10, 1792, a mob of insurgents attacked the Palais des Tuileries marking the fall of the 

Constitutional Monarchy, and for some historians the start of the Terror. 

 

 Accused of being a traitor by the Convention on August 19, 1792, Lafayette could only 

escape death by fleeing France. However, he was captured along with twenty-two companions 

and made a prisoner in Rochefort, Belgium. Lafayette’s Aunt Louise-Charlotte despaired of ever 

seeing her nephew alive again. Unknown to Adrienne, that same day the Convention decided that 

she should also be arrested and sent to Paris. Her arrest took place shortly thereafter. 

 

 The news reached Adrienne that the manors of nobles around Chavaniac were being 

attacked by revolutionaries. In response, on August 24, Adrienne burned and hid important 

family papers, which could be compromising. She buried Lafayette’s swords, including the 

special one with a gold pommel presented to him by Franklin’s grandson in the name of the 

United States in Le Havre in August 1779. Lafayette’s son George dug it up later; while the 

pommel was in good condition, the blade had rusted. 

 

 Adrienne decided that her children must leave the château for their safety, which they 

unwillingly did, as they were unhappy to leave their mother alone. She sent her daughters, 

Anastasia and Virginie, to Langeac. Having purchased the title of Marquisat de Langeac in 1786, 

Lafayette owned the hôtel particulier where they stayed under the supervision of their governess 

Mlle Marin and house servants Mlle Maillard and Messrs Evrard and Carbon. Wearing peasant 

clothes so as not to be identified, George and his tutor M Frestel walked through the woods to 

the small village of Connangles, hidden in the mountains a few miles from Chavaniac. There he 

was sheltered by the family of a priest who had accepted the new law of the Constitution of the 

clergy adopted in 1790. 

 

 On September 10, 1792, a troop of armed men invaded the château yard, breaching the 

doors and mounting the stairs to the first floor, where they found Adrienne. Aunt Louise-

Charlotte couldn’t believe that only a few months ago honors had been brought to Lafayette in 

this very place, while now a troop of soldiers were searching throughout the house for the papers 

Adrienne had hidden. She vainly tried to defend her nephew as being a great patriot and not a 

political “émigré.” 

 

 M de Chabannes, whose descendants still live in La Palisse, was among the first members 

of the nobility to be slaughtered in his château by Alphonse Aulagnier, the chief of the district 
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commission. It was the same Aulagnier who arrived at Chavaniac with an order from the 

National Assembly General Security Committee to seize “the woman Lafayette” and her children 

and take them to Paris. The district commissioners also put seals at Chavaniac and made an 

inventory of the furniture. (Henry Mosnier, Le Château de Chavaniac-Lafayette, Mémoires de la 

société d’Agriculture et Scientifique de la Haute-Loire, III, 1881-1882) 

 

 Adrienne refused to go to Paris, demanding instead to go to Le Puy in order to meet the 

legal authorities and explain that her husband was a patriot and loyal to the Constitution and not 

an “émigré.” Aulagnier refused at first, saying that the tribunal of justice was now the public 

opinion. Adrienne, persuasive and tenacious, insisted that her arguments be heard. 

  

 Adrienne and Aunt Louise-Charlotte left for Le Puy where she did meet with the 

members of the Directoire. They were sent to jail, but benevolent guards allowed them visitors. 

Adrienne continued to defend her and her husband’s cause ardently, and asked to be kept a 

prisoner in Chavaniac instead of Le Puy. There she would be under the watch of the municipality 

of Saint Georges d’Aurac, the village where Gilbert and Adrienne had created the weaving 

school. 

 

 Adrienne and Louise-Charlotte returned to Chavaniac on October 3. The people of 

Chavaniac who had always venerated her husband’s family greeted them with sympathy. They 

met her in the château yard, the men wearing the three-colored cocard, created by Lafayette to 

symbolize the union of the King and the Constitution. Her return was joyful and celebrated by a 

feast, and patriotic songs could be heard in the gallery of the château. In surrounding villages, 

people also treated Adrienne with affection and respect. Everyone disapproved of her arrest. 

(Madame de Lasteyrie, Vie de Madame de Lafayette) 

 

 Before long, suspicions that Adrienne was trying to escape reached the administrators in 

Le Puy, and, as a result, she was no longer allowed even to go for a walk outside the château. 

She now regretted her choice to be held at Chavaniac. Her only wish was to join her husband 

who, since September 15, was a prisoner of the Austrians and the Prussians. She wrote to the 

Conventionists Brissot and Roland who, in happier times, had been welcomed in the Hôtel de 

Bourbon, the couple’s private residence in Paris. Distraught, she hoped that George Washington 

might help. After all, Lafayette had been made an American citizen by the state of Maryland, and 

her only wish now was that the whole family could leave France and settle in America. She tried 

unsuccessfully to send her son George, who was just 12 years old, and his tutor M Frestel to 

England to plead Lafayette’s case with the American Ambassador. 

 

 Meanwhile, Gouverneur Morris, now Ambassador to France, helped Adrienne as much as 

he could, although she was not allowed to leave the department of Haute-Loire. The Lafayette 

properties were seized, and Adrienne was forced to take out loans. Noble families distanced 

themselves from her because of Lafayette’s republican opinions. She and Louise-Charlotte 

remained isolated at Chavaniac, the servants, the priest Durif and the convent nuns being her 

only company. 

 

 Every day the news got worse. The Jacobins were now in power in Brioude. The 

Lafayette family were considered to be traitors. Poverty was everywhere. Louis XVI was 
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beheaded on January 21, 1793. Robespierre emerged in charge, and Danton installed the 

Revolutionary Tribunals in Paris and, later, in Brioude. The priest Durif - who every Sunday said 

mass for the village in the château’s small chapel - was arrested, and Chavaniac’s church was 

closed. Adrienne was suspected of religious fanaticism and was denounced. All family lands and 

farms as well as their house in Brioude were sold at auction as national properties, and Louise-

Charlotte tried as much as she could to buy them with her savings. 

 

 On September 17, 1793, the new Suspect Law was enacted allowing people to denounce 

each other, and Adrienne herself was the subject of anonymous letters. Solon Reynaud was 

elected proconsul in Le Puy. He was totally devoted to the tyranny of the Committees. He had 

changed his name from Benoit, considered too religious, to Solon after the Greek democratic 

legislator. He arrested many people, especially priests and nobles, and advocated for the 

demolition of châteaus and the destruction of feudal records. He said that if Lafayette were there, 

he would “cut out his bowels,” that Adrienne was the “embodied pride of the Noailles,” and that 

the Lafayette children were “snakes nurtured by the Republic.” 

  

 On November 12, 1793, a member of the revolutionary committee arrived in Chavaniac. 

He removed remaining family papers, broke the seals on the château doors, searched for 

valuables, and burned furniture and other contents, including busts of the King and Mirabeau. 

Adrienne learned she would be arrested the following day by the Paulhaguet National Guard and, 

indeed, was jailed in a house in Brioude. Every week, her children sent her letters hidden in a 

pack of linen, and her elder daughter Anastasie was allowed one night to stay with her mother. 

Many tried to help Adrienne to ease her time in jail. 

 

 In Brioude, now in a horrible room with irons on the ground, Adrienne was allowed to 

say goodbye to Virginie and George, and they said a prayer together. In Paris, the Terror reigned 

extreme. Because Adrienne had saved Father Durif of Chavaniac from the guillotine, Solon 

Reynaud, now in Paris, ordered that she be brought to Paris’s Petite Force prison. (Later, in 1794 

while in prison in Paris, Adrienne learned that her mother, grandmother, and sister had been 

beheaded.) 

 

 Throughout these dramatic years of 1792-93, Adrienne, as the head of the family, strove 

to protect it as best she could. She continued to defend the honor of her husband. As soon as she 

learned the place of his captivity, now in Olmütz (Austria), her only aim was to obtain an official 

passport to leave France and join her husband. She knocked on all the doors trying to have 

Lafayette recognized as a patriot and not an émigré. Relying on the fidelity of the villagers 

whom she had protected as much as possible, she remained virtuous, honest and true to her 

principles. Although she suffered both for being a noble and for the political opinions of her 

husband, she was above all a “Lafayettist,” as she declared on her deathbed. 

 

 1792 and 1793 were probably the worst years of Adrienne’s life. Who can imagine the 

memories she had of Chavaniac where such happy times were followed by the worst times? Yet, 

as a woman of duty, she subsequently returned twice more to Chavaniac. 
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1795 

 

 After being released from prison in Paris in 1795, she returned to Chavaniac, meeting her 

daughters in nearby Vaire. Staying only eight days, they then together returned to Paris despite 

Aunt Louise-Charlotte’s supplications and reproaches. “All the ardor of her zeal and her moral 

strength were necessary to leave alone [her aunt] Madame de Chavaniac” (Arnaud, Raoul, Sous 

la Rafale, Une héroïne de la piété conjugale, Etudes d’histoire révolutionnaire, Perrin, 1913). 

Adrienne and her daughters joined Lafayette in Olmütz, for two years living as prisoners. 

Meanwhile George succeeded in reaching the United States, and was welcomed by George 

Washington who took care of him until Lafayette was released and safely in exile in Danish 

Holstein and later Holland. 

 

 Louise-Charlotte wanted to buy back the family château from the people who had pur 

after it had been seized and sold at public auction. Lacking sufficient funds, she was at risk of 

being evicted from the châ after years of grief and devotion. It was Rosalie, Adrienne’s sister, 

Madame de Grammont, who sold her diamonds to pay the balance due. 

 

 

1799 

 

 Freed from prison but barred from France, Lafayette remained in Holland while Adrienne 

returned to France alone. Sick and exhausted from her years in captivity, she endeavored to have 

civic and political rights restored to Lafayette, still considered a banned émigré, and to have the 

family properties seized in Brittany, Auvergne, and Brie restored to the family. She then went to 

see Aunt Louise-Charlotte. (Arnaud, op. cit.) That was the last time Adrienne came to 

Chavaniac. Adrienne died in 1807; Louise-Charlotte died in 1811. 

 

 

What is left nowadays of these happy and unhappy times spent in the Château de 

Chavaniac? 

 

 After the Château de Chavaniac was purchased in 1917 by the American Lafayette 

Memorial, it was enlarged by a new square tower added at the south. The château is now the 

property of the Conseil Départemental de la Haute-Loire. The cozy drawing room where 

Adrienne liked to gather with her children, and the adjacent music room with its authentic 

pianoforte have recently been renovated according to 18th-century taste. A painting of Adrienne 

surrounded by her children as well as nice pieces of furniture including game tables and 

armchairs, convey the peaceful and loving atmosphere of the drawing room. In the church are 

some priestly garments that belonged to the bishop of Noailles, Adrienne’s uncle. Made of silk 

and richly embroidered with gold thread, they can be seen in the sacristy upon special request. 

Missing is a modest brass plate that recalls the memory of Gilbert’s grandmother and aunts, who 

are buried in the church. 
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Adrienne, Prisoner and Liberator 
by Paul Spalding 

 

 
Adrienne de Noailles de La Fayette 

Etching by Albert Rosenthal for Philadelphia admirer Charlemagne Tower Jr., 1894 

(Bibliothèque nationale de France, 67.B.41689) 

 

 Adrienne de La Fayette (1759-1807) was one of the outstanding heroic actors of the 

Revolutionary period. After she barely survived incarceration by radical Jacobins, her 

imagination, resourcefulness, and persistence allowed her to rescue the person who, at the time 

and for decades to come, most consistently embodied for the world the universal values of 

liberty, human rights, constitutional democracy, and national independence: her husband Gilbert. 

She very likely saved his life by ending his solitary confinement at a prison deep in central 

Europe, serving as his amanuensis with the outside world, and by helping to make his 

incarceration a celebrated cause among a growing international reading public. Though the 

Jacobins had seized all the family fortune, Adrienne received monetary gifts from admirers and 

managed to open lines of credit to give Gilbert the economic means to shape a new life. After his 

release into uncertain exile, she helped give him places to live, initially at and near the estate of 

her aunt on the periphery of northern Europe. She then provided Gilbert with a permanent home 

in the form of property that she managed to recover in France. 

 

 Adrienne was born in Paris, literally entitled and in lavish surroundings. She grew up a 

scion of the Noailles, the highest aristocratic family in France bar the royal family itself. Her 

family’s grand Parisian townhouse on the rue de Saint-Honoré, around the corner from the royal 

Tuileries and Louvre palaces, displayed the family’s status to all who passed it by. She took a 

distinct social step down to marry into the provincial nobility when, at age 14, she took vows 
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with a notably awkward but, happily, very rich 17-year-old marquis named, in shortened form, 

Gilbert de La Fayette. Even after the French Revolution abolished nobility in 1790, there was 

little indication that she was ever ashamed of her origins as a high noble. She proudly signed her 

name “Noailles de La Fayette” even after her husband had adopted the plebian, one-word form 

of his own name, “Lafayette.” 

 

 
Hôtel de Noailles, the Parisian townhouse/palace in which Adrienne de Noailles grew up 

Etching by Jean Marot, ca. 1690 

(Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons) 

 

 Her childhood household abounded in women who were devout Catholics, from her 

nurse to her convent-educated mother. Adrienne’s own Catholic faith was a key to her 

persistence against all odds. It was independent of the institution of absolute monarchy, despite 

the pre-revolutionary French government’s efforts to combine them. It not only showed concern 

with personal salvation but emphasized the ultimate triviality of wealth and social estate, and the 

God-given dignity of every person. She found no contradiction between her intense piety and 

enthusiastic support of her husband’s struggle for constitutionally grounded liberty and human 

rights. A striking instance of her engagement on behalf of freedom and justice was how she 

joined her husband in buying plantations in French Guiana to prepare slaves for emancipation. 

 

 In August 1792, radical Jacobins overthrew the young constitutional government that 

Gilbert had helped establish in France. They began a Reign of Terror against perceived enemies, 

including the Noailles family and Gilbert. This led in turn to Gilbert’s flight abroad and 

imprisonment by the counterrevolutionary Prussian king and Austrian Habsburg emperor. It also 

led to the seizure of all family assets, Adrienne’s arrest in November 1793, and her subsequent 

incarceration in a series of prisons. Her sister, mother, and grandmother, as well as many other 

relatives and close acquaintances were guillotined and dumped in a mass grave. She escaped 
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execution only by the interventions of successive American resident ministers Gouverneur 

Morris and James Monroe, as well as by the actions of Monroe’s wife Elizabeth. 

 

 The Terror ended with the execution of its leading spokesman Maximilien Robespierre in 

late July 1794. Still, the machinations of powerful remaining enemies of her husband kept 

Adrienne in jail until her release in February of the following year. She promptly arranged to 

send her 15-year-old son Georges to his namesake President George Washington, in 

Philadelphia, and obtain a passport for herself and her daughters from the Committee of Public 

Safety under the auspices of sailing to America. In fact, she, 12-year-old Virginie, and 17-year-

old Anastasie did board an American ship, but once underway, the captain directed it according 

to Adrienne’s actual intentions: northeast to the port of Altona, Denmark, abutting the free 

imperial city of Hamburg. Adrienne and her girls found accommodation in Altona with her very 

practical and free-thinking aunt Adrienne de Noailles, Countess de Tessé, who had managed to 

slip herself and much of her fortune abroad before the Terror descended. Mme. Lafayette 

conferred with sympathizers, some of whom had influence in high places. They included even a 

member of Parliament, Thomas Sheridan, who was passing through the Altona-Hamburg area on 

his way to London. 

 

 Adrienne’s seemingly impossible plan was to cross central Europe with her girls in tow, 

reach Vienna, and seek from the Emperor himself her husband’s release from his present prison 

in Olmütz, Moravia (today’s Olomouc in the eastern Czech Republic). Since the Emperor had 

banned all French citizens from his lands without a special visa, she obtained an American 

passport from the U.S. consul in neighboring Hamburg under the name of “Mrs. Motier” of 

Hartford, Connecticut. She also hired a carriage and a bilingual Swiss driver. At the time, it was 

unthinkable for women to travel without a male companion. Soon she and her daughters were 

jostling their way for hundreds of miles on unpaved, pitted roads, and spending nights in filthy 

inns where they had to depend on their driver’s protection, advice, and command of German. 

 

 After most of a month of travel, they arrived in Vienna at the beginning of October 1795. 

Adrienne began to look up her local aristocratic connections. Through them, she arranged to 

avoid the notoriously strict and unsympathetic chief minister of the Emperor, Baron Francis von 

Thugut, and instead speak with the grand chamberlain, Prince Francis von Rosenberg. Rosenberg 

was acquainted with members of the Noailles family, especially Adrienne’s uncle Marquis 

Emmanuel de Noailles, who had been French ambassador to the imperial court in 1783-1792, but 

he had never heard of a “Mme. Motier née Noailles,” and half expected an imposter. Her true 

identity convinced Rosenberg to arrange for her an interview with the Emperor. 

 

 Finally, “Mme. Motier” and her daughters found themselves in the presence of 27-year-

old Francis II, dynastic head of the Austrian Habsburg Monarchy and mostly ceremonial 

figurehead of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. (This latter political entity was the 

“old” German Empire, a loose confederation of some 300, mostly German-speaking and largely 

sovereign states. As Voltaire pointed out, it was “neither Holy, nor Roman, nor an Empire.” It 

overlapped with the Habsburg territories in which Francis had direct control.) The women 

revealed themselves to be the family of his prisoner General Lafayette. It was a shock to the 

young man. It threw him off balance, and he had to improvise. His training impressed on him 

chivalrous manners toward noble ladies, and perhaps the need to pour on the gallantry even more 
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than usual in the presence of the two girls. Adrienne also made a forceful, passionate case. 

Francis managed to refuse Adrienne’s plea that he must release her husband, alluding to 

complexities in the matter that he had no control over. But he gave in to her request of a second 

option: that she and her daughters join Gilbert in prison. 

 

 Even after her audience with Francis in person, Adrienne continued to work every 

possible connection in Vienna to persuade the Emperor to release her husband after all. She even 

tried her magic on the Emperor’s chief minister Thugut. Furious at having been bypassed earlier, 

he proved implacable, blaming Gilbert for having been a major instigator of revolution that had 

brought untold misery on the Emperor and all of Europe. Thereafter, Thugut saw to it that it be 

explicit policy in the future to exclude similar pleas from the families of other state prisoners. 

 

 Adrienne visited the vice president of the war council, Count Joseph von Ferraris, to 

obtain the papers necessary to enter Olmütz and its military barracks-prison. He emphasized that 

the women would have to share fully the conditions of Gilbert’s incarceration, including 

censorship of all letters with the outside world. They would not be able to leave the prison and 

return, even for the medical care that Adrienne might need for maladies she had begun to suffer 

already in her previous imprisonments. 

 

 
Front façade of the former prison-barracks at Olmütz (now Olomouc), on today’s 

Republic Square (Náměstí Republiky). The carriage entrance by which Adrienne entered 

the prison is the larger opening on the left side of the 4-story building. To the right of the 

building rise the towers of the former barracks chapel, the Church of Our Lady of the\ 

 Snows (Kostel Panny Marie Sněžné). Prison authorities refused Adrienne’s repeated 

requests to attend mass there, or to see a priest. (Photo by author, 2003) 
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 Upon arrival in Olmütz on October 15, 1795, Adrienne directed her carriage to the house 

of the local commandant. Rather than receiving them personally, he sent a major to accompany 

the women into the prison. When the door to Gilbert’s rooms opened, the women saw before 

them an emaciated man in tattered clothes. Gilbert could not believe his eyes. He had been in 

solitary confinement for most of a year after an escape attempt. It crossed his mind that he might 

be going mad. 

 

 
Adrienne and her daughters arriving at Gilbert’s prison rooms. This is an imaginary 

but appropriately evocative etching accompanying a poem by Gilbert’s former aide 

Philippe Charles d’Agrain, Captivité de La Fayette, 1797. Chains pictured below the 

window (much smaller than the actual windows) and at the lower right, are fictive. 

Gilbert never wore chains at his Olmütz prison, by order of the Emperor. 

(Marquis de Lafayette Prints Collection, Special Collections and College Archives, 

Skillman Library, Lafayette College) 

 

 Adrienne’s improbable act may well have saved her husband’s life. She brought with her 

the warmth of companionship, conversation, and family life, breaking Gilbert’s long solitude and 

halting the deterioration of his mental and physical health. She offered funds with which she 

could pay for better food, cloth with which she and her daughters were able to sew him new 

clothes and shoes, even some furniture, and gratuities for prison personnel who might be willing 

to bend or ignore the rules when the opportunity arose. 
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 Added to Gilbert’s long martyrdom on behalf of human rights, Adrienne’s very presence 

in jail with him and their teenage daughters proved to be a powerful political message. It became 

known how her health, already deteriorated by her previous incarcerations under the Jacobins, 

had worsened at Olmütz. Her symptoms of migraines, stomach aches, arthritis, severe swelling, 

skin lesions, and rashes may have been due to anything from scurvy to lupus. One theory is that 

she suffered more from poor medical treatment, including toxic prescriptions, than from the 

original illnesses: a typical phenomenon in the eighteenth century for the sick who had access to 

a physician. But a precise diagnosis seems impossible now, despite extensive notes by the prison 

surgeon. He was trained in the premodern medical paradigm that human health depended on the 

balance of four key bodily liquids or “humors.” This led him to such diagnoses as “the 

deposition of an acrid matter generated in the blood” and prescriptions little better than poultices 

and warm baths, sometimes probably quite a bit worse. 

 

 
Windows of the Lafayette family rooms at the rear of the prison-barracks, on the second floor 

between downspouts and marked by the superimposed oval. The two left windows belonged to 

the two linked rooms shared by Adrienne and Gilbert, and the window to the right belonged to 

the room which their daughters shared at night. During the day, the girls joined their parents. 

Heavy iron grills covered the windows through which the Lafayette family overlooked 

fortification walls below and wheat fields beyond. An open sewer ran along the ground directly 

underneath, from soldiers’ latrines at both ends of the building. 

(Photo by author, 2005) 

 

 Even before her own imprisonments in France, Adrienne had served as a collector and 

conveyer of funds on Gilbert’s behalf. Gifts, grants, and loans came from sympathizers who 

included President George Washington; the U.S. Congress via William Pinckney, American 

ambassador to Britain; Gouverneur Morris and James Monroe, successive American 

ambassadors to France; John Parish, U.S. consul in Hamburg; British member of Parliament 



70 

 

                                        The Gazette of the American Friends of Lafayette 

John Barker Church and his wife Angelica Church, sister-in-law of Alexander Hamilton; Lewis 

Littlepage, American advisor to the Polish king; and Lafayette’s former military attachés Charles 

de Cadignan and Louis La Colombe. When the money began to run out during Adrienne’s 

incarceration in Olmütz, a local merchant-banker gave her loans. 

 

 Adrienne also opened avenues for Gilbert to communicate with the outside world. Unlike 

her husband, she was allowed correspondence with relatives, though its content was restricted to 

matters unrelated to politics and prison conditions or policies. Eventually she was able also to 

write about personal financial matters with the American consul in Hamburg through the local 

merchant. But she was not as carefully watched as was her husband. She managed to find ways 

to slip out other, absolutely forbidden messages through the sympathizing prison surgeon, 

soldiers whom she bribed, and secret supporters in the surrounding town. The notes included 

descriptions of the family’s situation and dictations from her husband that avoided his distinctive 

handwriting. She added her own commentary, indistinguishable from her husband’s words. 

Postal officials would immediately have spotted and reported letters in his hand, but an 

unfamiliar feminine script seemed harmless. After all, in their worldview women were not 

serious political players. Once Adrienne’s notes left the prison, unofficial couriers took them to 

and from Hamburg, on the northern coast, whence they found their way into major newspapers 

all over western Europe and, ultimately, the young United States. 

 

 Only in the preceding decades had an international press developed, along with the coffee 

houses and taverns where newspapers could be read for free. Every copy typically had multiple 

readers and often provoked avid discussion. News in most central European states was heavily 

censored, but not in Britain, the Netherlands, France, the United States, and Germany’s key 

publication city, the free city-state of Hamburg. Many members of the growing reading public 

thirsted for this story of heroic self-sacrifice by Lafayette family members and became incensed 

by their suffering. 

 

 A transatlantic campaign to have the Lafayette prisoners freed gathered force. The British 

prime minister, the French Directory, and the White House faced incessant lobbying on their 

behalf. Their cause entered passionate debates on the floors of Parliament, the French legislative 

councils, and the U.S. Congress. It became the original model for global campaigns on behalf of 

prisoners of conscience. 

 

 A breakthrough occurred as French armies under the young French general Napoleon 

Bonaparte won victory after victory over the Emperor’s forces, pushing them back close to the 

gates of Vienna. When news from Adrienne reached him, Bonaparte exclaimed in admiration, 

despite his habitual misogyny, “What a woman!” The five-person Directory governing the 

executive branch of the French government ordered him to include the release of the Olmütz 

captives as a condition of peace with the Emperor. At the same time, the Directors specified that 

Gilbert should not return to France for the foreseeable future, out of fear for the potential 

political threat he might represent. 

 

 The prisoners’ ultimate warden, Francis II, finally gave in, on condition that Gilbert and 

his family leave the territories of the Austrian Habsburg Monarchy and the entire Holy Roman 

Empire of the German Nation: that is, most of central Europe. (He need not have worried: the 



71 

 

                                        The Gazette of the American Friends of Lafayette 

Lafayettes were delighted to leave both empires behind.) Francis provided a carriage and military 

escort to Hamburg and had its commander release them into the hands of the American consul. 

The handover occurred on October 4, 1797. 

 

 Gilbert was still in exile. Where was he to live, and where were the resources to sustain 

him? Once again, Adrienne came to the rescue. Her resourceful aunt Adrienne de Tessé was now 

managing a farming estate she had bought north of Hamburg in Danish Holstein. It was within 

short rowing and walking distance of the lakeside town of Plön. Here is where Gilbert would 

find refuge for the next year and a half, followed by a few months in a cottage at Vianen near 

Utrecht, the Netherlands, rented by his daughter Anastasie and her new husband Charles de 

Latour-Maubourg, a much younger brother of Gilbert’s close friend and fellow state prisoner 

César de Latour-Maubourg. 

 

 Adrienne would provide more: namely, a home for Gilbert in France, one that would 

endure the rest of his life and from which he would continue his battles for a better world. 

Though the Jacobin state had seized her parents’ assets, some of her mother’s property remained 

unsold at auction. Under the Directory, the government in France that followed the time of the 

Terror, there were good prospects that Adrienne and her two surviving sisters might recover 

some assets. She left Gilbert behind with her aunt in Denmark, returned to France, and appealed 

for her inheritance. This involved not only many visits to officials in Paris, but long journeys, 

often by foot, to provincial offices and sites of former Noailles estates. She also made trips back 

to Vianen before her husband slipped across the border to France at the end of November 1799. 

Eventually Adrienne managed to claim a small medieval castle long since plundered by mobs 

and left to ruin, château de la Grange-Bléneau, in the French province of Brie. She set about 

restoring it with the little money she could lay her hands on, even while fending off the family’s 

many creditors. She also had to represent her husband on political and other errands to Paris, 

thirty miles to the west. All this she did despite the illness that would lead to her death at the age 

of 48, in 1807. 

 

 Adrienne de La Fayette rescued, supported, and preserved a person who embodied the 

struggle for liberty and human rights. But her remarkable life also makes clear that she was, 

preeminently, such a person herself. 

 

 

Author’s Note 

 

 For further details and substantiation, see the author’s book, Lafayette: Prisoner of State 

(Columbia, SC: U of S Carolina Press, 2010), and articles “Unwanted Refugee: Lafayette in 

Danish Holstein, 1797-1799,” in The Gazette of the American Friends of Lafayette 92/ Part 1 

(June 2020): 21-38, and “After Seven Years of Prison and Exile, Why Didn’t Lafayette Move to 

America?” in Symbol in Two Worlds: Essays on Lafayette (Easton, PA: The American Friends of 

Lafayette, 2013). 

 

 Emphatic thanks go to my colleague and wife Dr. Almut Spalding, Professor Emerita at 

Illinois College, for her active help all along the way.
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Searching for Adrienne 
by Frank and Gloria Womble 

 

“Brave little Adrienne – the pages of history are filled 

with the noble deeds of that husband who so early in life 

took up the cause of American liberty, and so valiantly 

fought for it, but who dares say that your name too 

should not be honored with his, by every true American, 

because of your loving thoughts, your prayers and hopes 

which, winging their way across the ocean, inspired the 

young French patriot to all that was finest in his 

achievement!”1 

 

 Books about Adrienne for children and teens are 

noticeably lacking. The first publication in the United 

States about Adrienne for young readers was Kate 

Dickinson Sweetser’s 1912 book Ten Girls from History  that includes a chapter titled “Adrienne 

de Lafayette: A Young Patriot’s Wife.” Her book is an eclectic selection of other well-known 

women like Jeanne d’Arc, Queen Victoria, and Lady Jane Grey, and obscure ones like 

“Cofachiqui: An Indian Princess of Historic Legend” and “Madeleine de Verchères: The Heroine 

of Castle Dangerous.” 

 

 Sweetser states her motivation in a brief Preface: “As in the Ten Boys from History 

(1910), so in this companion volume, the plan has been to call attention to the lives of girls who 

achieved some noteworthy success during youth, and in whose character courage was the 

dominant trait. Many authorities have been consulted in the re-telling of these stories, and in 

their presentation more attention has been paid to accuracy of historic fact than to the weaving of 

interesting romances, in the hope that this volume may be used as an introduction to the more 

detailed historical documents from which its sketches are taken.” 

 

 Unfortunately, Sweetser identifies none of the “many authorities” that she consulted. For 

the chapter on Adrienne, it is obvious that she borrowed extensively from Mary MacDermot 

Crawford’s Madame de Lafayette and Her Family,3 published in New York in 1907, the 

centennial of Adrienne’s death. Crawford’s book was the first biography to be published in the 

United States about Adrienne. Sweetser may also have consulted Edith Sichel’s The Household 

of the Lafayettes,4 published in London in 1897 and acquired by the New York Public Library 

that same year.5 

 

 Sweetser, who came from a literary background, was an American author known in her 

time for juvenile fiction and compilations. She was born in New York City in 1870 to Charles H. 

and Mary N. Sweetser. Her great-grandfather, Samuel Dickinson, was one of the founders of 

Amherst College in Massachusetts; Sweetser was also the cousin of poet Emily Dickinson.6 Her 

father was an American author, journalist and editor, who founded the New York Evening Mail. 

He and his brother Henry Sweetser co-founded The Round Table, one of the earliest literary 

weeklies in American printing.7   
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 Both brothers were involved when the New York Press Club gave a farewell dinner for 

Charles Dickens in 1868 at the famous Delmonico’s restaurant. Henry was the secretary of the 

group that planned the event. In her article “Dining with Dickens at Delmonico's” (1919), Kate 

Sweetser indicated she found a trunk in the attic containing her source information about the 

Dickens dinner.8 

 

 Being quite familiar with Charles Dickens’ works, Kate Sweetser wrote two compilations 

about characters from his books: Ten Boys from Dickens (1901) and Ten Girls from Dickens 

(1902). It is likely that she also read Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities and was inspired by the 

historical figures associated with the French Revolution. However, there is no proof of this and 

no mention of Lafayette or the Noailles family in that book. 

 

 Sweetser’s style is overly sentimental, which is typical for the era. She tends to use 

exclamation marks excessively. For example, she writes that when Adrienne was told that she 

was to be engaged to Lafayette, “she clasped her hands, exclaiming, ‘Oh, quel Bonheur! Quel 

Bonheur!’ then escaped to her own room to think about this wonderful fairy story happening 

which had come to her.”9 

 

 Occasionally Sweetser errs in historical accuracy. She claims that Adrienne named La 

Victoire, the first ship that Lafayette took to America. She exaggerates the praise that General 

Nathaniel Greene gave Lafayette in a letter to George Washington. She misrepresents the 

planned invasion of Canada that Lafayette was to lead as a “disastrous failure,” when it was 

simply cancelled due to a lack of men and supplies. She alludes to the Conway Cabal10 without 

providing any background or explanation of that attempt to remove Washington from command. 

Her chapter ends with Lafayette’s return to France after the American Revolution. She does not 

include the French Revolution and the sacrifices Adrienne made in supporting Lafayette.  

 

 We have only been able to identify one other book written about Adrienne for young 

readers that was published in the United States: The Little Marquise: Madame Lafayette by 

Hazel Hutchins Wilson, published in New York in 1957. It is an historical fiction covering 

Adrienne’s entire life. Wilson was the author of several successful children’s books. She was 

also a librarian and served as the Head of Circulation in the Paris library for over two years. 

Later, she made an intensive study of the life of Lafayette. She became fascinated with Adrienne 

and decided to write a book about her that would “do justice to this woman of great charm, 

loyalty, and courage.”11 Her book includes an extensive bibliography that references Crawford 

and Sichel, among others.  

 

 The website A Mighty Girl claims to be “…the world's largest collection of books, toys 

and movies for smart, confident, and courageous girls.”12 It includes at least 30 books with 

stories and characters relating to the American Revolution such as Abigail Adams, Molly 

Pitcher, and Eliza Hamilton. There is no mention of Adrienne, the woman who backed the 

Frenchman who was essential in helping us win our independence. Recently, this post appeared 

on their Facebook site: “…we'll continue to share the stories of girls and women throughout 

history and around the world, with special attention to lesser-known but equally amazing women 

whose stories have too often been consigned to the footnotes of history books.”13 Adrienne 

certainly falls into this category. It has now been more than a century since any book for young 
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readers has been published in the United States about Adrienne. If we are to effectively educate 

the current generation about her, the field of juvenile literature provides a ripe opportunity. 
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Lafayette and the Women He Cherished 
by Stephanie Green 

 

 While Lafayette’s torch for Adrienne never dimmed after her death, his relationships with 

other women - as friends and perhaps more - remained a lifelong passion. And we shouldn’t be 

surprised. He was passionate about everything: his compatriots, whatever book he was reading at 

the time, whatever cause he heralded, his home country, and his adopted one. Women naturally 

flocked to him as he was one of the most famous men of his day, and he readily responded and 

actively reciprocated their attentions. 

 

 Adrienne was resigned to the fact that her husband had a natural affinity for women, and 

we should view her acceptance of this as even more evidence of her noble spirit. “If she ever 

doubted her husband’s love, all she had to [do] was reread his ardent letters,” writes AFL 

member Jason Lane in his book General and Madame de Lafayette: Partners in Liberty’s Cause 

in the American and French Revolutions. “She was a fundamentally strong person with absolute 

faith in God’s will.” 

 

 She, like Lafayette, was also an aristocrat, who was raised in a world in which affluent 

men having mistresses was de rigeur. But Lafayette, unlike most men of the 18th century, didn’t 

see women as mere potential conquests; he corresponded with women like peers, surveying their 

opinions on the big questions of the day, and encouraging their own intellectual development. 

 

 One of Lafayette’s most likely “lovers” was Diane Adélaïde, Comtesse de Simiane, 

described as the “prettiest woman in France” with “the noblest and most tender sentiments,” 

who, according to Lafayette scholars, had a friendship with Lafayette that exceeded thirty years. 

Born in 1762 in Paris, Diane, or Adélaïde as she was called by Lafayette, was known not only 

for her beauty and intellect, but for a special graciousness that, according to Mike Duncan in 

Hero of the Two Worlds, “produced a magical effect in her.” 

 

 When she was fifteen, she married Charles-François of Simiane, Marquis of Miremont, 

who would later serve as captain of the guard for the Count of Artois, and also with Lafayette in 

America during the War of Independence. Rumored to be gay, Charles-François took other 

lovers, and Diane turned to Lafayette, with whom she traded letters on all manner of things - 

many times they fenced on controversial issues. 

 

 Their fundamental difference in outlooks would define his relationship with Diane; she 

was a fully paid-up member of the Royalist establishment, while Lafayette was a revolutionary. 

In one letter, quoted by Lane, Lafayette emphasized his life of service and sacrifice to Adélaïde, 

taking inspiration from Washington: 

 

 I need to talk to you; we must meet on Tuesday…I do not wish any 

recompense. Consider the public benefit, the welfare and liberty of my country, 

and believe that I will refuse no burden, no danger, provided that the moment 

calm is restored, I return to private life. I am in a great adventure, and I like to 

think that I shall be getting out of it without having to reproach myself for a 

single ambitious impulse. 
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 In 1787, scandal and sorrow struck them when Charles-François committed suicide and 

Lafayette was blamed for his demise. Diane and Lafayette, however, continued their friendship, 

even bringing Adrienne into it. Diane was any wife’s worst nightmare, but Adrienne also came 

under her spell. The two bonded after having escaped the Reign of Terror and began their own 

bond, however uneasy it must have been being in love with the same man. 

 

 
Diane Adélaïde, Comtesse de Simiane 

Artist unknown 

 

 Later, the two women also developed a correspondence of their own, and Adrienne, ever 

virtuous, loaned Diane great sums of money. “She asked her for a loan of at least four or six 

thousand livres, and a second letter in which she said she would have need of ten thousand,” 

wrote Lafayette’s daughter Virginie to her sister Anastasia about the letter their mother received. 

“She would like this to be from mamma to her and no one knew of it. Mamma replied that she 

would send her four thousand livres…and that she would complete the ten thousand livres….” 

 

 After Adrienne’s death, there were a number of other ladies who occupied Lafayette’s 

time and heartstrings, but the common denominator among them was their Adrienne-like 

kindness and interest in helping their fellow man. 
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 In 1821, Lafayette met the “beautiful intelligent and brash” Fanny Wright. Scottish 

by birth, Fanny was the political antithesis of Diane, never missing a liberal bandwagon, or a 

social reform she wished to promote. Her father was a wealthy and influential industrialist who 

introduced his precocious daughter to the revolutionary ideas taking root in America and France. 

 

 While still in her twenties, she visited Lafayette in Paris and une amité amoreuse was 

born. “He remained about an hour and promised to return in the evening,” she recalled of their 

first rendezvous. “We held in earnest tête à tête until after midnight. The main subject of our 

discourse was America, although we wandered into many other digressions….” The true nature 

of their friendship remains ambiguous, but Lafayette’s fondness for Fanny, whether as a young 

lover or surrogate child, was very deep, and at times tricky. 

 

 
Fanny Wright 

 

 In 1822, Fanny and her sister Camilla were invited to La Grange where their presence 

drew the ire of Lafayette’s children, who also balked when Lafayette wanted to take Fanny and 

Camilla on his Farewell Tour of the United States in 1824. Taking two unmarried young women 

around the U.S. like 19th-century groupies would certainly ruffle American feathers, but 

Lafayette, characteristically, wanted to proceed anyway. 

 

 To ameliorate the potential fallout, Fanny suggested a marriage, but Lafayette refused in 

deference to Adrienne. Fanny, by this time orphaned, also pushed for his adoption of her, which 

made Lafayette’s daughters, Anastasie and Virginie, voice even greater opposition. In the end, 

Fanny and Camilla did join Lafayette stateside, but traveled separately and kept a respectful 

distance as he made his way around the country. 

 

 Nelly Lewis, Martha Washington’s granddaughter, joined Lafayette’s tour in New York, 

and resented Fanny and Camilla’s presence, regardless of how much they tried to remain 

discreet. When Fanny, who shared Lafayette’s passionate abolitionism, set up a meeting with a 

black man in Philadelphia, it rankled Nelly, whose family was still well-entrenched in slavery. 
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Duncan writes that Nelly cattily used her “considerable social powers to ice the Wright sisters 

out as unwelcome disruptions.” Fanny went on to have a distinguished career as a writer and 

activist, and in a sweet turn of events, when she married a Frenchman in 1831, Lafayette gave 

her away. 

 

 Emma Willard, like Fanny, was a progressive young American who formed a father-

daughter bond with the General who first encountered her on his Farewell Tour stop in Troy, 

New York where Willard had established a school for women. Born in Connecticut in 1787, 

Emma possessed a canine appetite for learning from a young age during a time when the fields 

of academia and education were restricted to men. Finishing schools were the preferred choice 

for women of her class, and subjects like mathematics and philosophy were deemed unfeminine 

subjects of interest. 

 

 She wrote A Plan for Improving Female Education in 1819, which Emma proposed to the 

New York Legislature. One of the tenets of her proposal was the funding of women’s seminaries. 

If women were allowed to read the Bible and ancient philosophers, they would discover that "we 

too are primary existences... not the satellites of men." 

 

 
Emma Willard 

 

 The Troy Female Seminary, now known as the Emma Willard School, opened in 

September 1821, as the first school in the United States to offer higher education for women.  

Emma was delighted that not only Lafayette came to her school, but took a genuine interest in 

women’s educational progress. 
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 Duncan writes that when Emma visited Paris, she was shocked when Lafayette appeared 

at her door, ready to give her a tour of the city. The fact that she was a much younger lady didn’t 

hurt, Duncan cheekily suggests. She must have been inspired by Lafayette, because she spent her 

last years touring the U.S. and Europe Lafayette-style, promoting her school. 

 

 Cristina Trivulzio, also known as Christina Trivulzio di Belgiojoso, shared many life 

experiences with Diane de Simiane, and with Lafayette himself. Like Diane and the General, she 

was born into the European aristocracy in Italy, and was considered to be the richest heiress in 

her country. Upon her marriage, which was a failure, she became Princess Belgiojoso. Due to the 

political upheavals of her time, she fled to Paris, an impoverished émigrée, but was able to 

cobble together a meager existence with money sent by her estranged husband. 

 

 She was a journalist, writer, and astute follower of politics, and her Paris salon attracted 

the brightest minds of her day including Alexis de Tocqueville, Franz Liszt, Victor Hugo, 

Honoré de Balzac, and Lafayette to whom she would become a close friend. They became so 

fond of one another that Cristina spent Lafayette’s final days with him at La Grange. 

 

 Duncan writes that a La Grange visitor noted that “I often found the excellent lady by his 

bedside…the pleasure of her conversation turned away his troubles and made him forget his 

sufferings for a few moments.” 

 

 Lafayette’s “other” women shared many of Adrienne’s positive traits – strength of 

character, intellect, warmth, and loyalty. If, as some historians hypothesize, he “fell in love” with 

one or more of them, he was falling in love with the same person. And that person was his 

beloved Adrienne. 
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The Women of Lafayette Park: 

Stories of Resistance, Equality, and Preservation 
by Colleen J. Shogan and Matthew R. Costello 

 

 

 
Statue of Lafayette in Lafayette Park, Washington, D.C. 

 

 

 Lafayette Park,1 the seven-acre area of land directly north of the White House, contains 

the looming statues of four European-born Revolutionary War heroes, along with the equestrian 

statue of Andrew Jackson as its centerpiece. Most visitors who enter the park for a closer look at 

the White House are likely unaware of the park’s remarkable past, particularly the pivotal role 

that women played here in resisting slavery, pursuing equality, and preserving history. These 

previously elusive stories bring contemporary relevance to Lafayette Park, not only as green 

space near the White House but as site of independent historic purpose. 

 
1 “Lafayette Park” and “Lafayette Square” are often used interchangeably, but refer to the tract of land directly north 

of the White House, bordered by Pennsylvania Avenue to the south and H Street to the north. 
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 Slavery was ubiquitous in Washington, D.C., and Lafayette Park was no exception. 

During the initial construction, enslaved people worked alongside European craftsmen, 

immigrant laborers, free African Americans, and local residents to build the White House. As the 

federal capital gradually took shape and grew, enslaved workers remained a vital part of the 

city’s workforce, including in private homes. In the late 1820s, an enslaved woman named 

Charlotte Dupuy (or Dupee) lived at Decatur House with her enslaver, Secretary of State Henry 

Clay, who was renting the residence on Lafayette Square. Charlotte sued for her freedom and the 

freedom of her children in U.S. Circuit Court in 1829, claiming that Clay had violated an 

agreement made between Dupuy and her previous owner. Although Dupuy lost her case, her 

actions inspired others to join the fight against slavery, and her resistance resonated within the 

District’s enslaved community. In 1840, Clay manumitted Dupuy and her daughter; he freed 

Dupuy’s son four years later. 

 

 
Silhouette of Charlotte Dupuy created by the White House Historical Association 

 

 

 In 1915, Lafayette Park became the headquarters for the National Woman’s Party (NWP) 

during the push for the Nineteenth Amendment. The NWP’s leader, Alice Paul, chose the park 

because of its proximity to the White House. On January 10, 1917, twelve women emerged from 

Cameron House on the east side of the square and became the first citizens in American history 

to picket and protest in front of the White House. Their pursuit of voting equality for women 

came with significant costs. On June 22, 1917, the first suffragists were arrested outside the 

White House; the charge was “obstruction of traffic.” Before women won the right to vote in 

1920, at least 168 women served jail or prison time due to their persistent protest inside 

Lafayette Park. Their willingness to sacrifice their own freedom for the right to vote became 

known in the suffrage movement as the “turning point.” 
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Alice Paul, leader of the National Woman’s Party 

Harris & Ewing photograph collection, Library of Congress 

 

 

 In the early 1960s, Lafayette Park and the surrounding neighborhood that had witnessed 

these historic moments nearly disappeared. A young woman in her early thirties, who also 

happened to be the First Lady of the United States, intervened to prevent its destruction. During 

the Dwight Eisenhower administration, Congress had authorized the demolition of the historic 

buildings on the east and west sides of Lafayette Square, including the Old Executive Office 

Building. According to the proposed design, high-rise office buildings would replace the historic 

structures that currently occupy the square. After learning about the plan, Jacqueline Kennedy 

proceeded with an energized and spirited effort to undo it. First, she approached David E. Finley 

Jr., the founding chairman of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, as well as the 

chairman of the Commission of Fine Arts and the White House Historical Association, to join 

her cause and support a reversal. After learning that the General Services Administration agency 

head, Bernard Boutin, would make the final decision, she and Finley persuaded him to scrap the 

plans for modernizing the square. Mrs. Kennedy’s intervention not only saved the buildings but 

also the historical landscape imbued with Lafayette Park’s diverse history for future generations. 

 



83 

 

                                        The Gazette of the American Friends of Lafayette 

 
First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy attends the unveiling of the 

Lafayette Square reconstruction plans. 

John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum 

 

 Thanks to a partnership between the National Park Service and the White House 

Historical Association, three new wayside markers on the north side of the park, close to Black 

Lives Matter Plaza, now tell the story of this inspiring tract of land situated directly across from 

the White House. The park is appropriately named after the Marquis de Lafayette, whose statue 

appears in its southeastern corner. In addition to serving in the Continental Army during the 

Revolutionary War, Lafayette was also an early supporter of women’s rights, advocating for 

increased access to education, self-determination, and marital autonomy. Although men are 

memorialized with statues in Lafayette Park today, it was women who made and saved history in 

this consequential space. 
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In Search of ‘General Lafayette’ †
by Marietta Madden 

 

 Do you have two divergent interests and always seem to be pulled this way or that for 

time and events? Having sold our business of 35 years and retired, my husband Steve and I now 

enjoy our passions of gardening (specifically camellias) – and history (specifically Revolutionary 

War era). We live in Virginia so perfect for both interests! 

 

 In March 2021 we joined the American Friends of Lafayette which has been a history 

blast! As we are approaching the Bicentennial of Lafayette’s Farewell Tour in 2024-2025, I 

began reviewing his route, and I thought, “these are many places that we have camellia clubs and 

societies: Fayetteville, North Carolina, Charleston, South Carolina, Savannah, Georgia, New 

Orleans, Louisiana, and numerous other small towns along the way.” Then it occurred to me that 

“there should be a camellia named after Lafayette,” and if not, we need to do that for the 

Bicentennial. I have found that there is both a Marquis de Lafayette and General Lafayette 

camellia! They are both beautiful, as they should be. 

 

 Our camellia interest started 20 years ago, but only with acquiring plants. Now we have 

time to be active with our local society – Yay! I love learning the different camellia cultivar 

names and the history behind their names. Camellias are addictive, and after planting more than 

50 varieties on our property, I now have to be a little more selective in my acquisitions.  

 

 Camellias are woody shrubs that originated in Asia, mainly in China and Japan. Various 

cultivars bloom starting in late fall and end their bloom season in late spring, earning them the 

nickname “winter rose.” Their blooms usually are white, red, pink, or a variegation of those 

colors. Camellias do not survive extreme cold temperatures and therefore are grown mostly in 

the mid-Atlantic, the South, and the West Coast. But horticulturists are working hard to develop 

more “cold hardy” cultivars. In the early 1800s, Europe and Colonial America began importing 

camellias from China. In the Northeast they became popular among the affluent as you had to 

keep them in a greenhouse setting. Over the many years horticulturists and enthusiasts have 

crossed cultivars to develop new varieties. Some have spent their entire professional careers 

developing a “cold hardy” variety, a “yellow” variety, a “large” flower or a “scented” variety. 

Because of these efforts we now have a large selection of cultivars to choose from when planting 

our gardens! 

 

 All tea is harvested from the species ‘Camellia Sinensis.’ This camellia species is not 

grown for its flowers, but for the purpose of harvesting the young leaf growth for tea. The 

difference in green, black, and other teas is how the camellia leaves are harvested and processed. 

 

 As I began my research on the camellia cultivars ‘Marquis de Lafayette’ and ‘General 

Lafayette,’ I found that the ‘Marquis de Lafayette’ was registered in Wallace, North Carolina in 

1982. I discovered from a letter attached to the registration paperwork that the new seedling was 

registered as ‘Marquis de Lafayette’ to celebrate the upcoming bicentennial of the city of 

 
† Names of cultivars, plant varieties produced by selective breeding, customarily appear with single quotation 

marks. 
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Fayetteville, North Carolina. Fayetteville was founded in 1783 from the merging of a trading 

post, Cross Creek, and a small town, Campbellton, and named in honor of Lafayette. The 

camellia society in Fayetteville is searching old gardens to try and locate this camellia variety. 

Also, I have heard that Magnolia Gardens in Charleston, South Carolina has the ‘Marquis de 

Lafayette’ camellia in their collection, but they are unable to identify where on the property it is. 

Hopefully we will be able to find “him” in time for a visit in 2025. 

 

 
‘Marquis de Lafayette’ 
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 So far, no sign of ‘General Lafayette’! The ‘General Lafayette’ camellia was registered 

by a New York City nurseryman, Daniel Boll, in 1848. It seems that a lot of Mr. Boll’s clientele 

were in South Carolina and Georgia, and he sold roses and camellias in France also. Surely, this 

new camellia was named in Lafayette’s honor because of Lafayette’s return trip. Mr. Boll also 

named a rose in 1837 ‘Belle Americaine’ after James Monroe’s wife, Elizabeth, in honor of her 

courageous rescue of Lafayette’s wife from the guillotine in France. I have camellia enthusiasts 

in both the US and France looking for ‘General Lafayette’! This camellia cultivar would be 

considered an “antique” variety and create great delight for many if found. 

 

 
 

‘General Lafayette’ 

 

 

 Although my searches have just begun, time is slipping by if I am going to be able to 

propagate either of these camellias in time for the Bicentennial. Everything in the camellia world 

is at a slow pace that requires patience. But good news came to me this spring in the midst of my 

inquiries! 

 

 The search nationwide for these camellias prompted the President of the American 

Camellia Society, Patrick Andrews, to offer a new seedling that he has been cultivating for 

several years to be registered as a new camellia cultivar in honor of the Farewell Tour 

Bicentennial. What a generous offer! New camellia registrations are the result of many years of 

care for a seed that is sprouted, then potted, then planted, and finally has bloomed consistently 

for more than three years. A request to register a new camellia must show unique flower 

characteristics. After registration, it usually takes 3-5 years to propagate the new camellia into 

more plants to distribute. So, you can imagine I quickly accepted his offer and started working 

on this project. Various names have been tossed about, but I think the Society has settled on 

‘Lafayette’s Legacy.’ With the help of many Society members, propagation of this camellia has 

already started this spring, with plans to have multiple plants available by 2025. 
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‘Lafayette’s Legacy’ 

 

 I already have requests locally! The Chesapeake Great Bridge Battlefield & Waterways 

Park would like to plant ‘Lafayette’s Legacy’ beside ‘General Washington,’ a camellia we are 

propagating for them this spring from the Hofheimer Camellia Garden in Norfolk. Also, at the 

recent Lafayette Trail Marker dedication in Norfolk, we discussed planting ‘Lafayette’s Legacy’ 

in Lafayette Park with the Norfolk Park & Recreation folks when they renovate that park in 

preparation for the Farewell Tour Bicentennial events. 

 

 This convergence of hobbies has been a great journey this past year. The support and 

enthusiasm from my two favorite groups has been exciting. Several of my friends in the 

American Camellia Society have become interested in Lafayette and his role in America. Have I 

interested those of you in the American Friends of Lafayette to add a camellia to your plantings 

or local Lafayette Park? I hope so! We will continue this “quest” with the goals not only to have 

located camellias named in the past to honor Lafayette, but to have camellias to take home and 

plant in our own gardens in his honor! How cool is that??!!
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