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    Introduction



    King Louis XIV, although born into a house of royalty, did not come from a
    very stable background. His parents, although married since they were young
    teenagers, were not exactly in love with each other. In fact, for the two
    decades they had been married prior to the arrival of Louis XIV, they
    refused to even live under the same roof together.



    On the supposed day of Louis XIV’s conception, it appears that Louis’s
    father was only at his mother’s residence as a complete fluke, as random as
    the weather. This accidental union of the two royal figures occurred on
    December 5th, 1637 when the French King was returning from an
    official state to a local convent when his entourage was driven off the
    road by an intense thunderstorm.



    Since the Queen’s residence was the closest form of shelter they could
    find, the King grudgingly assented to stay with his wife for the night. It
    was apparently during this brief respite in their hostilities that the King
    and Queen managed to produce a son. Despite his parents’ previous
    difficulties, they were both overjoyed at the prospects of having an heir
    to the throne. They were so happy, in fact, that the previously estranged
    couple even decided to live together, in preparation for their “dauphin”
    (French for heir apparent) to arrive.



    They weren’t the only ones waiting in excited anticipation. All the King’s
    court was filled with excitement and intrigue over the arrival of their new
    liege. Louis XIV’s mother even received an official congratulatory envoy
    from the Vatican that summer, complete with a set of special swaddling
    clothing, with the blessings of the Pope himself attached.



    After the great fanfare and celebration of their son’s birth, the King and
    Queen of France appeared to be almost completely reconciled. So much so
apparently that they oversaw the birth of another son on September, 21    st, 1640 - Louis’ younger brother, Philip. Despite these
    reconciliations between his parents later in life, his father’s health
    began to deteriorate quickly, and not long after the young Louis was 4
    years old, his father was on his deathbed.



    It was the spring of 1643 that the senior King Louis made his final will
    and testament known, stating that his son Louis XIV would be King, with his
    mother Queen Anne held as his regent until he came of age. The very next
    day, on April 21st, 1643, this new King was officially
    christened in the chapel palace while his father passed in and out of
    consciousness, resigned to his fate and confined to his bed.



    Even while his father still clung to life, Louis XIV was being
    prepared to replace him, a transition that was poignantly captured shortly
    after his christening. Louis XIV, too young to comprehend the significance,
    was placed at his father’s bedside, as his father asked, “What is your
    name, my child?” The young Louis answered, “Louis XIV.” At which his still
    living father was quick to remind him, “Not yet.”



    It wasn’t quite time for the dying King to pass the scepter of power to his
    son, but that moment would come soon enough. On May 13th,
    surrounded by his entire family and court, the King of France died, and the
    reign of the Sun King, Louis XIV, began under the regency of his mother
    Queen Anne of Austria.



Chapter One



    The Conflict of Kings



    “There is little that can withstand a man who can conquer himself.”



    —King Louis XIV



    At the very end of Louis XIII’s tenure as King in 1643, the French military
    was embroiled in a pitched battle with the European dynastic family known
    as the “House of Hapsburg.” For centuries, the Hapsburgs were the most
    influential royal families in Europe, with their lineage spreading to
    several nations and principalities across the continent, including an
    almost continuous control of what was then known as the “Holy Roman
    Empire,” a conglomeration of mostly Central and Eastern European states.



    When Louis XIV was just a toddler, his ailing father’s kingdom was battling
    Hapsburg dominion on almost every flank of France. However, it was from the
    north that France was in the direst straits, thanks to its rag-tag army
    that was described as having no clear general to lead them. Prior to his
    death, there had been a vigorous debate being led by the King’s Catholic
    adviser and chief legislator Armand Jean du Plessis, the Cardinal of
    Richelieu, or as he was better known, simply “Cardinal Richelieu,” about
    what should be done.



    The Cardinal had the King’s ear when it came to staffing military leaders,
    but at this point in time, he was having extraordinary difficulty in
    determining who the top prospect should be. His choices all had impressive
    marks on their resumes, but it would be a man named Duc d’Enghien, the man
    who would later become the Prince of Conde, that finally piqued his
    interest.



    As it turns out, choosing Duc d’Enghien would prove to be Cardinal
    Richelieu’s last major decision, since the cardinal would die shortly after
    the appointment was made. Duc d’Enghien arrived at the battlefield on April
    17th and found the whole northern frontier of France in
    disarray; in the wake of the cardinal’s death, without any further
    directive, many of the soldiers simply abandoned their posts or were
    otherwise derelict in their duties.



    Even the troops that attempted to stand their ground were horribly
    ill-equipped with an extreme lack of artillery, horses, and cash to do much
    of anything but stand in place and hope they weren’t used as target
    practice by their enemies. The prospect of their dying King Louis XIII and
    his toddler successor Louis XIV did not serve to bolster much further
    morale in the already demoralized troops, either.



    Despite the bleak circumstances and intrigues of his day, the future Prince
    of Conde tried the best he could to cope with his new assignment. When he
    arrived at the northern French border town of Rocroi on the frontlines of
    the conflict, he brought with him 18 battalions and 32 squadrons to
    reinforce the desperately beleaguered garrison stationed at Rocroi.



    This was the much-needed support that kept the French from facing an
    embarrassing defeat right at their northern border, even though,
    unbeknownst to the troops, at that very moment of their success the ailing
    King Louis XIII was breathing his last. The French soldiers had managed to
    score a major victory against the House of Hapsburg just in time to
    inaugurate the new King Louis XIV into a series of dynastic conflicts and
    territorial squabbles that would come to haunt him for the rest of his
    life.



Chapter Two



    The Path to Absolutism



    “Ah, if I were not King, I should lose my temper.”



    —King Louis XIV



    Under the regency of his mother Queen Anne, King Louis XIV soon proved to
    be a very precocious young leader in training. At just the tender age of
    seven years old, Louis XIV was already hosting state events and was known
    for his polite demeanor and the courteous grace with which he endeared
    himself to his guests.



    One guest of the time, a courtier from Poland, recalled just how gracious
    the boy king was during a state visit from the Queen of Poland. He said
    that King Louis XIV displayed the “gracefulness which shines in all his
    actions.” However, all of these court pleasantries were mere formalities;
    until Louis was old enough, true power remained in the hands of his mother,
    Queen Anne, and it was up to her to make the true decisions of the day.



    One of the most important decisions she made was the nomination of Cardinal
    Mazarin, a man who would essentially become a joint ruler of France,
    directing the governance of the nation right alongside Queen Anne. Among
    the most important of these governing decisions made by Mazarin was French
    policy toward the Hapsburg dynasty.



    The Hapsburg family, which originated in the royal household of Austria,
    had managed by the time of Louis the XIV to spread their dominion all over
    Europe through a series of strategic marriages. This marriage policy of
    territorial acquisition that was best summed up by the Hungarian King
    Matthias Corvinus as “Let others wage war. You, Happy Austria, marry!” The
    strategy had the Hapsburgs controlling Spain, Slovenia, and Austria, as
    well as territory in France, Italy, Germany, Hungary, Romania, Ukraine,
    Switzerland, and the Netherlands, just to name a few.



    This absolute domination of Europe by the Hapsburgs, by the time of Louis
    XIV, had France essentially surrounded by Hapsburg dominions. It was during
    this encirclement that Mazarin sought to continue an intensive
    “Anti-Hapsburg” policy in which he built an extensive network of
    opposition, both politically and militarily, against neighboring Hapsburg
    ambitions. However, these policies against the Hapsburgs were ambitious in
    their own right and consequently drained the French coffers in their
    upkeep.



    Once the French government was on the verge of going broke in order to
    finance Mazarin’s cold war against the house of Hapsburg, this strain would
    eventually provoke a civil war in French society that would be known as the
    “Fronde.” This opposition to Cardinal Mazarin’s excessive expenses and
    taxation of the French nobility were named by Mazarin himself when he
    famously dismissed opposition in the French Parliament as being mere
    “school boys fronding in the ditches.”



    A fronde is a French term for a type of sling that children used
    to throw rocks; the Cardinal was essentially criticizing his opponents by
    dismissing them as just little boys playing around, slinging rocks from the
    ditches, with no real power of their own. His opponents, incensed even
    further by his lack of recognition to their plight, adopted the very name
    that Mazarin had lampooned them with, and







Conclusion



    Many things could be said about Louis XIV. He was the longest-lived monarch
    in European history, and his life was not one that was idle. Love him or
    hate him, he was a man of ambition, and just as the French philosopher
    Voltaire proclaimed, it is hard to deny that much of the happenings of the
    17th century could be labeled under the “Century of Louis XIV.”
    Most of the major world conflicts at this time did in fact at least in some
    fashion revolve around France and its King, Louis XIV. Here was a man whose
    own personal ambition, his own preferences, likes and dislikes, for better
    or for worse, came to shape the world.


