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    Conscience on the run meets power in its pomp, and the chase spans an ocean. Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Refugees: A Tale of Two Continents distills that tension into a sweeping historical narrative that begins in the glittering orbit of a European court and extends to the raw margins of a young hemisphere. It is an adventure about peril and passage, but also a meditation on loyalty—to faith, to family, to self—when the state insists otherwise. Without divulging its turns, this introduction invites you to consider how an individual’s private vow collides with the public will, and why such collisions still matter.

Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930), best known for creating Sherlock Holmes, wrote across genres with a discipline and curiosity that made him a major figure of late Victorian letters. First published in 1893, The Refugees belongs to his historical romances, a line that also includes The White Company and other works set far from Baker Street. In this novel he looks backward two centuries to stage a drama of belief and survival. The year of publication situates it squarely in an era when mass readerships embraced long-form narrative, and when Doyle, already celebrated, sought to prove the breadth of his imaginative reach.

The novel’s historical canvas is the late seventeenth century under Louis XIV, a period shaped by the consolidation of royal authority and by the persecution of French Protestants, commonly known as Huguenots. In 1685 the revocation of earlier protections precipitated a vast diaspora that touched many shores, including parts of North America. Doyle draws upon this verifiable backdrop to frame his tale, setting scenes amid the ceremonial grandeur of France and the challenging expanses of New France. The facts of exile provide the pressure, but the story remains resolutely personal, following choices made under tightening constraints.

The central premise can be stated without spoiling its design: individuals connected to the French court find their fortunes entangled with those who must flee, and the path out of danger leads across the Atlantic to a landscape as promising as it is perilous. The book’s subtitle announces its scope, from the corridors of European power to forests and waterways that demand new kinds of courage. The Refugees charts the outward journey while tracking inward reckonings, asking what must be carried, what can be shed, and what fidelity looks like when every mile is contested.

Part of the novel’s classic appeal lies in Doyle’s balance of momentum and detail. He animates rooms, uniforms, ships, rivers, and weather with the confident specificity of a writer who cares about the felt texture of a vanished world. Yet the worldbuilding never stalls the plot. Scenes of ceremony give way to flight; private dilemmas cut through public spectacle. The narrative voice is lucid, the chapters purposeful, and the transitions across space and culture are handled with an eye for contrast—old stones to fresh timber, gilded salons to clearing smoke—an architecture that keeps history immediate.

The Refugees endures because its themes travel well. It weighs conscience against decree, belonging against safety, and honor against expedience. Exile in Doyle’s telling is not merely a change of place; it is a reassembly of identity under pressure. The book invites readers to consider the price of uniformity, the resilience of minority communities, and the moral ingenuity that survival can demand. These questions are raised within an accessible adventure framework, which ensures that ideas are not delivered as thesis but discovered in the course of decisions, reversals, hopes, and hazards.

In literary history, Doyle’s novel stands as a confident entry in the nineteenth-century historical romance, a tradition shaped by Walter Scott and Alexandre Dumas and refreshed by late Victorian storytellers. The Refugees marries researched setting with narrative velocity, a combination that proved durable in popular fiction well into the twentieth century. Its cross-continental reach, its interplay of court intrigue and frontier ordeal, and its clear moral stakes form a template later adventure narratives would echo. While Holmes defined Doyle’s fame, works like this influenced how historical action could be staged for a broad audience.

The book’s technique rewards close attention. Doyle shifts registers smoothly—from ceremonial dialogue to terse instructions on a riverbank, from the etiquette of rank to the camaraderie of a campfire. He understands that a change of horizon is also a change of language and rhythm. Sea passages act as thresholds rather than interludes; forests are mapped not only by geography but by trust. Without relying on coincidence for its main effects, the plot places characters where competing obligations bite hardest, making the suspense as much ethical as physical, and the resolution a function of earned transformation.

As a contribution to Doyle’s career, The Refugees demonstrates how fully he could command arenas beyond detection. It broadened his portfolio in the public eye, underscoring that his narrative authority did not depend on a single hero or formula. The novel’s adventurous architecture—its measured reveals, its steady ratcheting of peril, its humane regard for the dispossessed—has remained instructive to writers seeking to bind history to story. Readers will recognize in its pacing and scene-making a method that resonates across later popular historical fiction, even when the settings and causes belong to different centuries.

Approaching the novel today, one might read for its recurring motifs: thresholds and borders, oaths and compromises, hospitality offered and refused. Observe how instruments of the state—edicts, uniforms, ceremonies—contrast with the informal bonds that enable escape: friendship, marriage, shared peril. Notice, too, how landscapes function as moral tests: rivers that can save or drown, forests that conceal or shelter. These patterns give the book a coherence beyond its geography, and they allow Doyle to move from spectacle to intimacy without losing the thread of necessity that binds his travelers.

The circumstances of composition also clarify its aims. Written and published in 1893, during the late Victorian period’s expanding print culture and growing fascination with global vistas, The Refugees channels a readership ready for both historical curiosity and narrative drive. Doyle’s professional rigor—his habit of anchoring invention to verifiable context—allows him to ask pressing questions without distorting the past. The result is neither sermon nor costume pageant but a story grounded in recognizable pressures, told by a writer practiced in guiding large casts through larger spaces with steady, clarifying prose.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s concerns feel freshly legible. Questions of religious liberty, forced migration, state power, and the search for a home beyond one’s birthplace remain urgent. The Refugees honors the courage of departure and the cost of arrival, reminding us that crossings remake both travelers and the worlds they enter. Its classic status rests on that double achievement: an absorbing tale shaped by careful craft, and a set of themes that still speak across borders and centuries. To open these pages is to enter a journey at once historical and enduringly, humanly present.
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    The Refugees: A Tale of Two Continents is a historical adventure novel by Arthur Conan Doyle, published in 1893. Set in the late seventeenth century, it dramatizes the tightening grip of absolutism and religious uniformity under Louis XIV, and the forces that drive Protestants from France into exile. Moving from the salons of Versailles to the forests and rivers of North America, the book blends court intrigue with frontier peril. Doyle uses the turbulence surrounding the revocation of royal protections for French Protestants to frame a tale about loyalty, conscience, and survival, presenting a panoramic view of an age shaped by power, belief, and the search for refuge.

The narrative opens at the French court, a world of splendor, calculation, and shifting favor. Louis XIV’s personal rule dominates every sphere, and the tone of the realm hardens as religious conformity becomes state policy. The king’s changing intimacies, notably the ascent of Madame de Maintenon and eclipse of Madame de Montespan, reflect a broader consolidation of authority. Within this glittering environment, a Protestant officer’s competence and discretion entangle him in sensitive duties that bring him perilously close to factions and suspicions. Doyle establishes the contrast between ceremonial magnificence and private unease, foreshadowing how political fashion can turn instantly into existential threat.

As pressures mount, the court’s theatrical rivalries give way to measures that directly touch private lives. The officer’s family and friends, part of a Huguenot community now regarded with mistrust, become vulnerable to surveillance and legal maneuver. Into this environment steps a young American woodsman visiting France, whose blunt independence and practical skills offer a counterpoint to Versailles manners. His friendship with the officer bridges Old World and New, and his knowledge of distant forests hints at alternatives beyond Europe. Together with a small circle of confidants, they weigh competing duties—allegiance to king and country against fidelity to conscience and kin.

Policy intensifies into coercion. The crown’s campaign to enforce religious unity brings intrusive billeting, forced conversions, and constraints on worship and livelihood. Doyle depicts how laws are lived: doors knocked upon, papers examined, servants questioned. The protagonists begin to plan under the discipline of necessity, making careful choices about what to say, whom to trust, and where to move. Small successes—a document secured, a patrol avoided—are shadowed by the awareness that official favor can evaporate. The officer’s training is tested not on battlefields but in restraint and discretion, while the American’s frontier resourcefulness opens paths that ceremony and rank cannot.

The book’s “two continents” design gathers force as escape becomes more than a possibility. The protagonists look beyond France, confronting the practicalities of flight: money, routes, permissions, and the hazards of the sea. Doyle sketches the Atlantic crossing with attention to uncertainty—weather, discipline aboard, and the watchfulness required when political refugees travel among strangers. Landfall in North America introduces a new hierarchy and a different rigor, governed by colonial officials and missionary influence. The familiar language and flags do not guarantee safety, and the refugees must navigate a world where European rivalries intersect with Indigenous sovereignties and trading networks.

The North American chapters shift from salons to waterways and forests. Canoes replace carriages, and survival depends on reading currents, weather, and signs on bark and soil. The American woodsman comes into his own, guiding the party through stretches where silence is prudence and haste is danger. Doyle presents encounters—heard rather than seen—that suggest the presence of hunters, scouts, and patrols aligned with different powers. The refugees learn caution without panic, taking bearings at mission posts or remote cabins and moving when the land, not the clock, permits. The wilderness is not empty but ruled by its own protocols.

Amid this passage, the travelers meet figures emblematic of the continent’s contested spaces: trappers fluent in both forest and port, missionaries who mix pastoral care with state aims, and officials who weigh hospitality against policy. Negotiations are conducted in low voices, with gifts, letters, and careful promises. What counts as law shifts with the riverbank, and friendship can be a safer passport than any seal. The refugees must decide when to accept guidance, when to change course, and how to keep faith with one another as they seek a route toward a jurisdiction more tolerant of their beliefs.

Across both settings, Doyle’s characters develop in counterpoint. The French officer embodies discipline, honor, and the burden of service; the American represents adaptability, candor, and the uses of craft. Women in their circle show endurance, presence of mind, and an insistence on dignity under duress. The novel’s emotional current comes from choices made quietly: when to speak, when to yield, when to run. Rather than arguing doctrine, the story observes the costs of coercion and the resilience of communities that hold to habit and hope. Courage appears less as bravado than as constancy under prolonged strain.

Without disclosing later turns, The Refugees endures for its double vision: a court society refined to brilliance yet bent toward conformity, and a vast continent demanding resourcefulness while offering space to breathe. Doyle’s broader message concerns the claims of conscience against centralized power, the fragility of favor, and the human ingenuity that seeks lawful shelter when laws fail. By coupling European pageantry to frontier ordeal, the novel situates personal fidelity within geopolitical change, leaving readers with an image of flight that is not defeat but a deliberate passage toward the possibility of freedom.
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    Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Refugees is set largely in the later seventeenth century, moving from the court of Louis XIV to the North American world of New France and neighboring English colonies. The dominant institutions framing this narrative are French absolutist monarchy, the Roman Catholic Church, colonial administrations in Canada, and powerful Indigenous confederacies. Versailles represents a centralized court culture where access to royal favor governs careers, while across the Atlantic small garrisons, missionary orders, fur traders, and Indigenous diplomats shape a more precarious frontier order. The novel’s movement between these settings foregrounds how power, belief, and survival operated differently on each side of the ocean.

Louis XIV’s personal rule, consolidated after 1661, aimed at imposing uniform royal authority over nobles, towns, and provinces. The court at Versailles functioned as a theater of hierarchy and ritual, drawing elites away from regional power bases and binding them to the king through patronage. Bureaucratic intendants extended central oversight in the provinces, while a permanent army and improved taxation underpinned military ambitions. The Refugees echoes this system through depictions of court etiquette, networks of favor, and the vulnerability of individuals to royal displeasure. Doyle’s chosen milieu highlights the distance between ceremonious authority at Versailles and the practical, often violent realities beyond it.

Religion is crucial to this context. Louis XIV increasingly pursued Catholic uniformity, supported by devout advisors and the influence of Madame de Maintenon, whose relationship with the king deepened the court’s moralizing tone in the 1680s. The pursuit culminated in the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, ending legal protections for French Protestants (Huguenots). Dragonnades—billeting soldiers in Huguenot homes to pressure conversions—accompanied bans on Protestant worship and emigration. The Refugees reflects the human consequences of this policy: fear, clandestine departures, divided families, and the precarious calculation required to navigate faith, loyalty, and survival under an increasingly confessional state.

To understand the revocation, one must recall the Edict of Nantes of 1598, which had granted limited toleration to Protestants after decades of religious civil war. By the late seventeenth century, royal policy shifted from management to eradication of Protestant dissent inside France. The outcome was a large clandestine diaspora to the Dutch Republic, England, Brandenburg-Prussia, Switzerland, and various Atlantic destinations. Many refugees carried artisanal skills and commercial networks; in England, Huguenots influenced trades such as silk weaving in Spitalfields. The novel’s title signals this exodus as a defining trauma, offering narrative focus to the experience of flight and reinvention under duress.

Against this religious backdrop stands the court’s volatile politics. The Affair of the Poisons (circa 1677–1682) exposed a subculture of fortune-telling, abortifacients, and alleged poisonings within Paris and its aristocratic circles. The investigation, led by the newly established police under Gabriel-Nicolas de La Reynie and handled by a special tribunal, created a climate of suspicion that touched the periphery of the royal household. Madame de Montespan’s position waned in these years, while Madame de Maintenon’s influence grew. The Refugees draws on this atmosphere of danger and rumor, suggesting how superstition, policing, and piety intersected with courtly ambition and personal vulnerability.

The machinery of surveillance intensified under Louis XIV. The office of the Lieutenant General of Police of Paris (created in 1667) oversaw urban order, censorship, and networks of informers. Lettres de cachet—royal orders allowing imprisonment without trial—symbolized the arbitrariness feared by dissenters and rivals. Printed materials were licensed, and religious heterodoxy faced harsh penalties. In The Refugees, anxiety about denunciation and the quick turn from favor to peril mirror this apparatus. Doyle’s use of attempted secrecy, hushed communications, and sudden reversals illustrates the psychological landscape of a regime where authority could intrude into private life with little recourse.

The international context shapes events as well. France’s conflicts—from the Dutch War (1672–1678) to the Nine Years’ War (1688–1697)—pitted Louis XIV against coalitions led at various times by the Dutch Republic, the Holy Roman Empire, England, and others. The Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689 placed William III (of Orange) on the English throne and aligned England decisively against France. War reverberated across the Atlantic, turning colonies into auxiliary theaters. The Refugees situates personal flight within this geopolitical contest, showing how borders, allegiances, and safe havens shifted with diplomatic currents and how refugees exploited rivalries to find protection.

New France, centered on the St. Lawrence River with Quebec and Montreal as key nodes, was governed by a triumvirate of governor, intendant, and bishop. Louis de Buade, Comte de Frontenac, served two terms as governor (1672–1682 and 1689–1698), noted for assertive diplomacy and defense. In 1690, during the Nine Years’ War, New England forces under Sir William Phips attempted to seize Quebec but were repelled. The Refugees draws from this world of small fortresses, riverine logistics, and tenuous security, exploring how the colony’s elites, soldiers, missionaries, and settlers navigated a constant sense of siege and dependency on metropolitan decisions.

Indigenous polities exerted decisive influence. The Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederacy, with its sophisticated political structure, negotiated the Covenant Chain with English authorities in New York from the 1670s, while engaging in warfare and diplomacy with French-allied Algonquian and other nations. European conflicts overlapped with Indigenous strategies for survival, trade, and autonomy. Raids, reprisals, and treaty-making shaped the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence regions. The Refugees reflects this layered reality through depictions of perilous travel, negotiations, and ambushes, acknowledging that colonial ambitions and refugee movements unfolded within a landscape whose laws were made not only in Versailles or London but also in Indigenous councils.

Economically, the St. Lawrence colony depended heavily on the fur trade. Beaver pelts fed a European fashion for felt hats, and a network of coureurs de bois and voyageurs extended French influence into interior waterways. Montreal acted as a hub funneling pelts eastward, with barter, credit, and church sponsorship intertwining. Agricultural seigneuries along the river sustained local populations, though market integration remained limited. The Refugees uses these material conditions—canoe routes, trading posts, scarcity of coin, and reliance on alliances—to stage its transcontinental movement, showing how the fur economy and seasonal rhythms dictated the possibilities and limits of escape and settlement.

Technology and tactics shaped everyday risk. Flintlock muskets, hatchets, and knives dominated colonial warfare, while snowshoes and birchbark canoes enabled rapid winter and riverine operations. Fortified positions ranged from simple palisades to works influenced by Vauban’s principles. At sea, wooden sailing ships navigated with compass and sextant but relied on experience to survive storms, ice, and privateers. Communication was slow; letters could take months across the Atlantic. The Refugees builds suspense from these constraints: journeys timed to seasons, the vulnerability of small parties, and the decisive advantage conferred by local environmental knowledge and light, mobile logistics.

Social hierarchy underpinned both metropole and colony but differed in texture. In France, distinctions between nobles of the sword and robe, guilds, and urban elites anchored status. In New France, military officers, missionaries, seigneurial families, and habitants formed a smaller, more pragmatic society where scarcity sometimes loosened rigidities. Gender imbalances earlier in the century had been mitigated in part by immigration policies such as the Filles du Roi program (mid-1660s to early 1670s), affecting family formation. The Refugees juxtaposes courtly codes of honor and precedence with colonial improvisation, using social contrast to illuminate what is lost and what is remade through displacement.

Missionary activity loomed large. Jesuits, Récollets, and Sulpicians evangelized among Indigenous nations, documented in the published Jesuit Relations that circulated in Europe. Missions mediated diplomacy, offered literacy and medical knowledge, and sometimes exacerbated tensions, as conversion intersected with trade and war. Within France, bishops and religious orders reinforced Catholic renewal, while Protestant pastors faced exile under the revocation. The Refugees registers these religious dynamics by portraying confessional boundaries as sources of solidarity, suspicion, and strategic alliance, and by showing how ecclesiastical authority in both France and Canada could shelter, endanger, or redirect those seeking safety.

Information itself was a historical force. Licensed gazettes, court newsletters, sermons, and letters conveyed news, but censorship and distance filtered what people knew and when. In the Atlantic world, ship schedules and seasonal winds structured the arrival of intelligence; rumors often preceded confirmation. Delayed or partial information fostered misjudgment and opportunity alike. The Refugees uses these uncertainties as plot conditions, situating decisions within a fog of incomplete reports and emphasizing the mental world of the seventeenth century, where providence, omen, and belated dispatches carried similar weight in shaping action.

War finance and mercantilism formed the economic backdrop. Colbert’s earlier reforms standardized administration and promoted manufactures, while later ministers coped with the mounting costs of nearly continuous conflict. Tariffs, monopolies, and colonial regulations aimed to channel wealth to the crown. In 1685—the same year as the revocation—France promulgated the Code Noir for its Caribbean colonies, signaling a broader push to codify imperial order, though New France’s economy centered on furs rather than plantation slavery. The Refugees hints at these fiscal and regulatory pressures, as characters encounter customs regimes, monopolists, and the improvisations necessary when official systems faltered on distant frontiers.

The novel’s Atlantic crossings also reflect logistical realities. Travel required navigating shifting alliances, piracy, and privateering during wartime. Ports in Normandy and Brittany connected France to Canada; English and Dutch ports funneled refugees and trade to North America. Shipboard life was cramped, dangerous, and prolonged by weather and conflict. On land, portages, shallow-draft craft, and river chains formed the practical geography of movement. The Refugees translates these constraints into narrative texture, emphasizing endurance, the calculus of risk, and the way maritime and inland routes linked courts, colonies, and contested borderlands in a single, if fragile, system.

Arthur Conan Doyle wrote The Refugees in the early 1890s, publishing it in 1893. He was already known for historical fiction, including Micah Clarke (1889), which explored the Monmouth Rebellion and religious persecution in England. Victorian readers were receptive to romances that tested character against great public upheavals. Doyle drew on widely available memoirs, chronicles, and scholarship about Louis XIV’s court, the Huguenot diaspora, and New France. His nineteenth-century perspective invited comparisons between early modern intolerance and contemporary debates about conscience, empire, and national identity, making the seventeenth century both a distant past and a mirror for modern anxieties about power and belief. The Refugees ultimately operates as both adventure and historical meditation. It mirrors the grandeur and menace of Versailles, the hardship and ambiguity of the colonial frontier, and the perilous edge on which dissenters lived. By tracing exile across two continents, the book exposes how absolutism, confessional politics, and imperial rivalry shaped ordinary lives. It critiques coercive uniformity while acknowledging the resilience and compromises that survival demanded. In doing so, it offers a disciplined, if dramatic, portrait of an age when the fate of individuals turned on the edicts of kings and the currents of the Atlantic world.
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    Introduction
Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) was a Scottish-born physician who became one of the most widely read English-language authors of his time. He is best known for creating Sherlock Holmes, the consulting detective whose blend of observation, logic, and forensic detail helped define modern detective fiction. Doyle’s career ranged across novels, short stories, journalism, drama, and speculative fiction, and he was also a prominent public figure. His work emerged during the late Victorian and Edwardian periods, when scientific advancement, imperial expansion, and urban modernity shaped readers’ expectations and anxieties. Within this setting, Doyle offered gripping narratives that married adventure with a disciplined attention to evidence.
The Holmes stories made Doyle a household name, but they represent only part of a remarkably varied output. He wrote historical romances, war histories, and the Professor Challenger scientific romances, helping to popularize adventure and science fiction in serial form. Through The Strand Magazine and other periodicals, he became a fixture of mass culture, while his characters gained iconic status. Holmes’s reasoning, Dr. Watson’s narrative steadiness, and vividly rendered London settings resonated across social classes and national borders. Doyle’s celebrity also positioned him as a commentator on public affairs, where he combined medical training, confidence in science, and a reformer’s temperament.
Education and Literary Influences
Doyle was born in Edinburgh and educated in Catholic schools, including Stonyhurst College, before studying medicine at the University of Edinburgh in the late nineteenth century. There he encountered Dr. Joseph Bell, a surgeon famed for diagnostic acumen, whose methods of close observation and inference influenced Doyle’s conception of Holmes. Early voyages as a ship’s doctor to the Arctic and West Africa broadened his horizons and supplied material for later tales of endurance and exploration. Medical training furnished him with a disciplined approach to evidence and causality, which he would translate into narrative technique and the logic-driven structure of his detective fiction.
While still a student, Doyle published stories in magazines, developing habits of concise plotting and clear prose that would serve him well in serialized fiction. After qualifying as a physician, he established a practice in Southsea, on the English coast, and wrote between patients. He read widely in popular and literary traditions; the detective tales associated with Edgar Allan Poe provided a clear precedent, while the historical romances popularized by Walter Scott offered models for chivalric adventure. By the time his medical practice stabilized, writing had become a parallel vocation, increasingly supported by acceptance from periodicals and book publishers.
Literary Career
Doyle’s breakthrough came with A Study in Scarlet, published in the late 1880s, which introduced Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson. A second novel, The Sign of the Four, followed. Short stories beginning in the early 1890s, especially those in The Strand Magazine, cemented the character’s fame. The collections The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes and The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes brought brisk pacing, puzzle-like construction, and memorable villains to a mass audience. Illustrations by Sidney Paget helped codify Holmes’s visual image. Critics and readers praised the stories for their clarity and ingenuity, and the detective’s method of reasoning entered the cultural lexicon.
The intense popularity of Holmes created a creative dilemma. Doyle, eager to pursue other ambitions, tried to end the series in the 1890s, prompting notable public outcry. He later revived the character, composing a sequence of new adventures in the early twentieth century and a celebrated novel set on the moors. Holmes’s world expanded in scope while preserving the central appeal of methodical detection. A final wave of stories appeared in the 1910s and 1920s. Across these phases, Doyle balanced intricate plotting with atmospheric detail, harnessing London’s streets, global backdrops, and contemporary technologies to sustain suspense without relying on sensationalism.
Beyond Holmes, Doyle produced successful historical fiction. Micah Clarke, The White Company, and Sir Nigel showcased his interest in chivalry, military life, and the moral tests of conflict. The Brigadier Gerard stories, set during the Napoleonic Wars, combined comic bravado with brisk action and showcased his gift for voice. He wrote for the stage and adapted some of his fiction to theater, seizing opportunities offered by a vibrant performing culture. These works underscored his versatility, revealing a writer equally at home in past eras, on battlefields, or among the social rituals and codes that define honor and reputation.
Doyle also helped shape early science fiction through the Professor Challenger series, launched with The Lost World in the second decade of the twentieth century. These tales explored scientific discovery, prehistoric survival, and humanity’s limits with a mixture of skepticism and wonder. Nonfiction played a central role in his career as well. He wrote on contemporary conflicts, notably the South African War, combining reportage with argument. His war writing, travel sketches, and essays demonstrated a confident public voice, willing to enter debates on policy, ethics, and national identity while maintaining the accessibility that characterized his fiction.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Doyle’s civic engagement extended beyond the page. He volunteered as a doctor during the South African War and wrote extensively on the conflict, defending British conduct in a widely circulated pamphlet and subsequent book. In the early twentieth century he was knighted, a distinction often linked to these public services. He twice stood for Parliament without being elected, signaling a sustained interest in political life. His most enduring interventions involved miscarriages of justice, including the cases of George Edalji and Oscar Slater. In both, he scrutinized evidence, pressed authorities, and leveraged public attention, helping to catalyze reviews of controversial convictions.
Spiritualism came to dominate Doyle’s later worldview. Losses during and after the First World War intensified his commitment to psychical research and communication with the dead. He published works such as The New Revelation, The Vital Message, and a two-volume History of Spiritualism, and publicly defended the authenticity of phenomena like the Cottingley photographs in The Coming of the Fairies. He toured widely to lecture and debate. Admirers saw moral seriousness and consolation in his efforts; detractors viewed them skeptically. The contrast between Holmes’s strict rationalism and Doyle’s spiritualist advocacy remains a notable tension in assessments of his intellectual legacy.
Final Years & Legacy
Doyle remained productive into the 1920s. He returned to Professor Challenger in The Land of Mist, aligning fiction with his spiritualist convictions, and gathered late Holmes tales in The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes. He continued to travel and speak in support of Spiritualism while maintaining a strong connection to readers through reprints and adaptations of his earlier work. His health declined toward the end of the decade, and he died in England in 1930. Contemporary tributes emphasized both his storytelling reach and his personal energy, noting the breadth of his interests and the determination with which he pursued causes he considered just.
His legacy rests foremost on Sherlock Holmes, a character whose influence reshaped detective fiction and helped popularize forensic reasoning in the public imagination. Doyle’s method-oriented narratives, reliable narrators, and carefully seeded clues established expectations that later writers either embraced or reworked. The Challenger adventures and historical romances endure as landmarks in adventure and speculative writing. Stage, film, radio, and television adaptations have kept his creations in constant circulation, while readers’ societies and scholarly studies continue to reinterpret his achievement. Doyle stands as a bridge between Victorian confidence in reason and the modern era’s questions about science, belief, and truth.
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It was the sort of window which was common in Paris about the end of the seventeenth century. It was high, mullioned, with a broad transom across the centre, and above the middle of the transom a tiny coat of arms—three caltrops gules upon a field argent—let into the diamond-paned glass. Outside there projected a stout iron rod, from which hung a gilded miniature of a bale of wool which swung and squeaked with every puff of wind. Beyond that again were the houses of the other side, high, narrow, and prim, slashed with diagonal wood-work in front, and topped with a bristle of sharp gables and corner turrets. Between were the cobble-stones of the Rue St. Martin and the clatter of innumerable feet.

Inside, the window was furnished with a broad bancal of brown stamped Spanish leather, where the family might recline and have an eye from behind the curtains on all that was going forward in the busy world beneath them. Two of them sat there now, a man and a woman, but their backs were turned to the spectacle, and their faces to the large and richly furnished room. From time to time they stole a glance at each other, and their eyes told that they needed no other sight to make them happy.

Nor was it to be wondered at, for they were a well-favoured pair. She was very young, twenty at the most, with a face which was pale, indeed, and yet of a brilliant pallor, which was so clear and fresh, and carried with it such a suggestion of purity and innocence, that one would not wish its maiden grace to be marred by an intrusion of colour. Her features were delicate and sweet, and her blue-black hair and long dark eyelashes formed a piquant contrast to her dreamy gray eyes and her ivory skin. In her whole expression there was something quiet and subdued, which was accentuated by her simple dress of black taffeta, and by the little jet brooch and bracelet which were her sole ornaments. Such was Adele Catinat, the only daughter of the famous Huguenot[1] cloth-merchant.

But if her dress was sombre, it was atoned for by the magnificence of her companion. He was a man who might have been ten years her senior, with a keen soldier face, small well-marked features, a carefully trimmed black moustache, and a dark hazel eye which might harden to command a man, or soften to supplicate a woman, and be successful at either. His coat was of sky-blue, slashed across with silver braidings, and with broad silver shoulder-straps on either side. A vest of white calamanca peeped out from beneath it, and knee-breeches of the same disappeared into high polished boots with gilt spurs upon the heels. A silver-hilted rapier and a plumed cap lying upon a settle beside him completed a costume which was a badge of honour to the wearer, for any Frenchman would have recognised it as being that of an officer in the famous Blue Guard of Louis the Fourteenth. A trim, dashing soldier he looked, with his curling black hair and well-poised head. Such he had proved himself before now in the field, too, until the name of Amory de Catinat had become conspicuous among the thousands of the valiant lesser noblesse who had flocked into the service of the king.

They were first cousins, these two, and there was just sufficient resemblance in the clear-cut features to recall the relationship. De Catinat was sprung from a noble Huguenot family, but having lost his parents early he had joined the army, and had worked his way without influence and against all odds to his present position. His father’s younger brother, however, finding every path to fortune barred to him through the persecution to which men of his faith were already subjected, had dropped the “de” which implied his noble descent, and he had taken to trade in the city of Paris, with such success that he was now one of the richest and most prominent citizens of the town. It was under his roof that the guardsman now sat, and it was his only daughter whose white hand he held in his own.

“Tell me, Adele,” said he, “why do you look troubled?”

“I am not troubled, Amory,”

“Come, there is just one little line between those curving brows. Ah, I can read you, you see, as a shepherd reads the sky.”

“It is nothing, Amory, but—”

“But what?”

“You leave me this evening.”

“But only to return tomorrow.”

“And must you really, really go to-night?”

“It would be as much as my commission is worth to be absent. Why, I am on duty tomorrow morning outside the king’s bedroom! After chapel-time Major de Brissac will take my place, and then I am free once more.”

“Ah, Amory, when you talk of the king and the court and the grand ladies, you fill me with wonder.”

“And why with wonder?”

“To think that you who live amid such splendour should stoop to the humble room of a mercer.”

“Ah, but what does the room contain?”

“There is the greatest wonder of all. That you who pass your days amid such people, so beautiful, so witty, should think me worthy of your love, me, who am such a quiet little mouse, all alone in this great house, so shy and so backward! It is wonderful!”

“Every man has his own taste,” said her cousin, stroking the tiny hand. “It is with women as with flowers. Some may prefer the great brilliant sunflower, or the rose, which is so bright and large that it must ever catch the eye. But give me the little violet which hides among the mosses, and yet is so sweet to look upon, and sheds its fragrance round it. But still that line upon your brow, dearest.”

“I was wishing that father would return.”

“And why? Are you so lonely, then?”

Her pale face lit up with a quick smile. “I shall not be lonely until to-night. But I am always uneasy when he is away. One hears so much now of the persecution of our poor brethren.”

“Tut! my uncle can defy them.”

“He has gone to the provost of the Mercer Guild about this notice of the quartering of the dragoons.”

“Ah, you have not told me of that.”

“Here it is.” She rose and took up a slip of blue paper with a red seal dangling from it which lay upon the table. His strong, black brows knitted together as he glanced at it.

“Take notice,” it ran, “that you, Theophile Catinat, cloth-mercer of the Rue St. Martin, are hereby required to give shelter and rations to twenty men of the Languedoc Blue Dragoons under Captain Dalbert, until such time as you receive a further notice.

(Signed) De Beaupre (Commissioner of the King).”

De Catinat knew well how this method of annoying Huguenots had been practised all over France, but he had flattered himself that his own position at court would have insured his kinsman from such an outrage. He threw the paper down with an exclamation of anger.

“When do they come?”

“Father said to-night.”

“Then they shall not be here long. To-morrow I shall have an order to remove them. But the sun has sunk behind St. Martin’s Church, and I should already be upon my way.”

“No, no; you must not go yet.”

“I would that I could give you into your father’s charge first, for I fear to leave you alone when these troopers may come. And yet no excuse will avail me if I am not at Versailles. But see, a horseman has stopped before the door. He is not in uniform. Perhaps he is a messenger from your father.”

The girl ran eagerly to the window, and peered out, with her hand resting upon her cousin’s silver-corded shoulder.

“Ah!” she cried, “I had forgotten. It is the man from America. Father said that he would come today.”

“The man from America!” repeated the soldier, in a tone of surprise, and they both craned their necks from the window. The horseman, a sturdy, broad-shouldered young man, clean-shaven and crop-haired, turned his long, swarthy face and his bold features in their direction as he ran his eyes over the front of the house. He had a soft-brimmed gray hat of a shape which was strange to Parisian eyes, but his sombre clothes and high boots were such as any citizen might have worn. Yet his general appearance was so unusual that a group of townsfolk had already assembled round him, staring with open mouth at his horse and himself. A battered gun with an extremely long barrel was fastened by the stock to his stirrup, while the muzzle stuck up into the air behind him. At each holster was a large dangling black bag, and a gaily coloured red-slashed blanket was rolled up at the back of his saddle. His horse, a strong-limbed dapple-gray, all shiny with sweat above, and all caked with mud beneath, bent its fore knees as it stood, as though it were overspent. The rider, however, having satisfied himself as to the house, sprang lightly out of his saddle, and disengaging his gun, his blanket, and his bags, pushed his way unconcernedly through the gaping crowd and knocked loudly at the door.

“Who is he, then?” asked De Catinat. “A Canadian? I am almost one myself. I had as many friends on one side of the sea as on the other. Perchance I know him. There are not so many white faces yonder, and in two years there was scarce one from the Saguenay to Nipissing that I had not seen.”

“Nay, he is from the English provinces, Amory. But he speaks our tongue. His mother was of our blood.”

“And his name?”

“Is Amos—Amos—ah, those names! Yes, Green, that was it—Amos Green. His father and mine have done much trade together, and now his son, who, as I understand, has lived ever in the woods, is sent here to see something of men and cities. Ah, my God! what can have happened now?”

A sudden chorus of screams and cries had broken out from the passage beneath, with the shouting of a man and the sound of rushing steps. In an instant De Catinat was half-way down the stairs, and was staring in amazement at the scene in the hall beneath.

Two maids stood, screaming at the pitch of their lungs, at either side. In the centre the aged man-servant Pierre, a stern old Calvinist, whose dignity had never before been shaken, was spinning round, waving his arms, and roaring so that he might have been heard at the Louvre. Attached to the gray worsted stocking which covered his fleshless calf was a fluffy black hairy ball, with one little red eye glancing up, and the gleam of two white teeth where it held its grip. At the shrieks, the young stranger, who had gone out to his horse, came rushing back, and plucking the creature off, he slapped it twice across the snout, and plunged it head-foremost back into the leather bag from which it had emerged.

“It is nothing,” said he, speaking in excellent French; “it is only a bear.”

“Ah, my God!” cried Pierre, wiping the drops from his brow. “Ah, it has aged me five years! I was at the door, bowing to monsieur, and in a moment it had me from behind.”

“It was my fault for leaving the bag loose. The creature was but pupped the day we left New York, six weeks come Tuesday. Do I speak with my father’s friend, Monsieur Catinat?”

“No, monsieur,” said the guardsman, from the staircase. “My uncle is out, but I am Captain de Catinat, at your service, and here is Mademoiselle Catinat, who is your hostess.”

The stranger ascended the stair, and paid his greetings to them both with the air of a man who was as shy as a wild deer, and yet who had steeled himself to carry a thing through. He walked with them to the sitting-room, and then in an instant was gone again, and they heard his feet thudding upon the stairs. Presently he was back, with a lovely glossy skin in his hands. “The bear is for your father, mademoiselle,” said he. “This little skin I have brought from America for you. It is but a trifle, and yet it may serve to make a pair of mocassins or a pouch.”

Adele gave a cry of delight as her hands sank into the depths of its softness. She might well admire it, for no king in the world could have had a finer skin. “Ah, it is beautiful, monsieur,” she cried; “and what creature is it? and where did it come from?”

“It is a black fox. I shot it myself last fall up near the Iroquois villages at Lake Oneida.”

She pressed it to her cheek, her white face showing up like marble against its absolute blackness. “I am sorry my father is not here to welcome you, monsieur,” she said; “but I do so very heartily in his place. Your room is above. Pierre will show you to it, if you wish.”

“My room? For what?”

“Why, monsieur, to sleep in!”

“And must I sleep in a room?”

De Catinat laughed at the gloomy face of the American.

“You shall not sleep there if you do not wish,” said he.

The other brightened at once and stepped across to the further window, which looked down upon the court-yard. “Ah,” he cried. “There is a beech-tree there, mademoiselle, and if I might take my blanket out yonder, I should like it better than any room. In winter, indeed, one must do it, but in summer I am smothered with a ceiling pressing down upon me.”

“You are not from a town then?” said De Catinat.

“My father lives in New York—two doors from the house of Peter Stuyvesant, of whom you must have heard. He is a very hardy man, and he can do it, but I—even a few days of Albany or of Schenectady are enough for me. My life has been in the woods.”

“I am sure my father would wish you to sleep where you like and to do what you like, as long as it makes you happy.”

“I thank you, mademoiselle. Then I shall take my things out there, and I shall groom my horse.”

“Nay, there is Pierre.”

“I am used to doing it myself.”

“Then I will come with you,” said De Catinat, “for I would have a word with you. Until tomorrow, then, Adele, farewell!”

“Until tomorrow, Amory.”

The two young men passed downstairs together, and the guardsman followed the American out into the yard.

“You have had a long journey,” he said.

“Yes; from Rouen.”

“Are you tired?”

“No; I am seldom tired.”

“Remain with the lady, then, until her father comes back.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I have to go, and she might need a protector.”

The stranger said nothing, but he nodded, and throwing off his black coat, set to work vigorously rubbing down his travel-stained horse.
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It was the morning after the guardsman had returned to his duties. Eight o’clock had struck on the great clock of Versailles, and it was almost time for the monarch to rise. Through all the long corridors and frescoed passages of the monster palace there was a subdued hum and rustle, with a low muffled stir of preparation, for the rising of the king was a great state function in which many had a part to play. A servant with a steaming silver saucer hurried past, bearing it to Monsieur de St. Quentin, the state barber. Others, with clothes thrown over their arms, bustled down the passage which led to the ante-chamber. The knot of guardsmen in their gorgeous blue and silver coats straightened themselves up and brought their halberds to attention, while the young officer, who had been looking wistfully out of the window at some courtiers who were laughing and chatting on the terraces, turned sharply upon his heel, and strode over to the white and gold door of the royal bedroom.

He had hardly taken his stand there before the handle was very gently turned from within, the door revolved noiselessly upon its hinges, and a man slid silently through the aperture, closing it again behind him.

“Hush!” said he, with his finger to his thin, precise lips, while his whole clean-shaven face and high-arched brows were an entreaty and a warning. “The king still sleeps.”

The words were whispered from one to another among the group who had assembled outside the door. The speaker, who was Monsieur Bontems, head valet de Chambre, gave a sign to the officer of the guard, and led him into the window alcove from which he had lately come.

“Good-morning, Captain de Catinat,” said he, with a mixture of familiarity and respect in his manner.

“Good-morning, Bontems. How has the king slept?”

“Admirably.”

“But it is his time.”

“Hardly.”

“You will not rouse him yet?”

“In seven and a half minutes.” The valet pulled out the little round watch which gave the law to the man who was the law to twenty millions of people.

“Who commands at the main guard?”

“Major de Brissac.”

“And you will be here?”

“For four hours I attend the king.”

“Very good. He gave me some instructions for the officer of the guard, when he was alone last night after the petit coucher. He bade me to say that Monsieur de Vivonne was not to be admitted to the grand lever[2]. You are to tell him so.”

“I shall do so.”

“Then, should a note come from her—you understand me, the new one—”

“Madame de Maintenon?”

“Precisely. But it is more discreet not to mention names. Should she send a note, you will take it and deliver it quietly when the king gives you an opportunity.”

“It shall be done.”

“But if the other should come, as is possible enough—the other, you understand me, the former—”

“Madame de Montespan[3].”

“Ah, that soldierly tongue of yours, captain! Should she come, I say, you will gently bar her way, with courteous words, you understand, but on no account is she to be permitted to enter the royal room.”

“Very good, Bontems.”

“And now we have but three minutes.”

He strode through the rapidly increasing group of people in the corridor with an air of proud humility as befitted a man who, if he was a valet, was at least the king of valets, by being the valet of the king. Close by the door stood a line of footmen, resplendent in their powdered wigs, red plush coats, and silver shoulder knots.

“Is the officer of the oven here?” asked Bontems.

“Yes, sir,” replied a functionary who bore in front of him an enamelled tray heaped with pine shavings.

“The opener of the shutters?”

“Here, sir.”

“The remover of the taper?”

“Here, sir.”

“Be ready for the word.” He turned the handle once more, and slipped into the darkened room.

It was a large square apartment, with two high windows upon the further side, curtained across with priceless velvet hangings. Through the chinks the morning sun shot a few little gleams, which widened as they crossed the room to break in bright blurs of light upon the primrose-tinted wall. A large arm-chair stood by the side of the burnt-out fire, shadowed over by the huge marble mantel-piece, the back of which was carried up twining and curving into a thousand arabesque and armorial devices until it blended with the richly painted ceiling. In one corner a narrow couch with a rug thrown across it showed where the faithful Bontems had spent the night.

In the very centre of the chamber there stood a large four-post bed, with curtains of Gobelin tapestry looped back from the pillow. A square of polished rails surrounded it, leaving a space some five feet in width all round between the enclosure and the bedside. Within this enclosure, or ruelle, stood a small round table, covered over with a white napkin, upon which lay a silver platter and an enamelled cup, the one containing a little Frontiniac wine and water, the other bearing three slices of the breast of a chicken, in case the king should hunger during the night.

As Bontems passed noiselessly across the room, his feet sinking into the moss-like carpet, there was the heavy close smell of sleep in the air, and he could near the long thin breathing of the sleeper. He passed through the opening in the rails, and stood, watch in hand, waiting for the exact instant when the iron routine of the court demanded that the monarch should be roused. Beneath him, from under the costly green coverlet of Oriental silk, half buried in the fluffy Valenciennes lace which edged the pillow, there protruded a round black bristle of close-cropped hair, with the profile of a curving nose and petulant lip outlined against the white background. The valet snapped his watch, and bent over the sleeper.

“I have the honour to inform your Majesty that it is half-past eight,” said he.

“Ah!” The king slowly opened his large dark-brown eyes, made the sign of the cross, and kissed a little dark reliquary which he drew from under his night-dress. Then he sat up in bed, and blinked about him with the air of a man who is collecting his thoughts.

“Did you give my orders to the officer of the guard, Bontems?” he asked.

“Yes, sire.”

“Who is on duty?”

“Major de Brissac at the main guard, and Captain de Catinat in the corridor.”

“De Catinat! Ah, the young man who stopped my horse at Fontainebleau. I remember him. You may give the signal, Bontems.”

The chief valet walked swiftly across to the door and threw it open. In rushed the officer of the ovens and the four red-coated, white-wigged footmen, ready-handed, silent-footed, each intent upon his own duties. The one seized upon Bontem’s rug and couch, and in an instant had whipped them off into an ante-chamber, another had carried away the en cas meal and the silver taper-stand; while a third drew back the great curtains of stamped velvet and let a flood of light into the apartment. Then, as the flames were already flickering among the pine shavings in the fireplace, the officer of the ovens placed two round logs crosswise above them, for the morning air was chilly, and withdrew with his fellow-servants.

They were hardly gone before a more august group entered the bed-chamber. Two walked together in front, the one a youth little over twenty years of age, middle-sized, inclining to stoutness, with a slow, pompous bearing, a well-turned leg, and a face which was comely enough in a mask-like fashion, but which was devoid of any shadow of expression, except perhaps of an occasional lurking gleam of mischievous humour. He was richly clad in plum-coloured velvet, with a broad band of blue silk; across his breast, and the glittering edge of the order of St. Louis protruding from under it. His companion was a man of forty, swarthy, dignified, and solemn, in a plain but rich dress of black silk, with slashes of gold at the neck and sleeves. As the pair faced the king there was sufficient resemblance between the three faces to show that they were of one blood, and to enable a stranger to guess that the older was Monsieur, the younger brother of the king, while the other was Louis the Dauphin, his only legitimate child, and heir to a throne to which in the strange workings of Providence neither he nor his sons were destined to ascend.

Strong as was the likeness between the three faces, each with the curving Bourbon nose, the large full eye, and the thick Hapsburg under-lip, their common heritage from Anne of Austria, there was still a vast difference of temperament and character stamped upon their features. The king was now in his six-and-fortieth year, and the cropped black head was already thinning a little on the top, and shading away to gray over the temples. He still, however, retained much of the beauty of his youth, tempered by the dignity and sternness which increased with his years. His dark eyes were full of expression, and his clear-cut features were the delight of the sculptor and the painter. His firm and yet sensitive mouth and his thick, well-arched brows gave an air of authority and power to his face, while the more subdued expression which was habitual to his brother marked the man whose whole life had been spent in one long exercise of deference and self-effacement. The dauphin, on the other hand, with a more regular face than his father, had none of that quick play of feature when excited, or that kingly serenity when composed, which had made a shrewd observer say that Louis, if he were not the greatest monarch that ever lived, was at least the best fitted to act the part.

Behind the king’s son and the king’s brother there entered a little group of notables and of officials whom duty had called to this daily ceremony. There was the grand master of the robes, the first lord of the bed-chamber, the Duc du Maine, a pale youth clad in black velvet, limping heavily with his left leg, and his little brother, the young Comte de Toulouse, both of them the illegitimate sons of Madame de Montespan and the king. Behind them, again, was the first valet of the wardrobe, followed by Fagon, the first physician, Telier, the head surgeon, and three pages in scarlet and gold who bore the royal clothes. Such were the partakers in the family entry, the highest honour which the court of France could aspire to.

Bontems had poured on the king’s hands a few drops of spirits of wine, catching them again in a silver dish; and the first lord of the bedchamber had presented the bowl of holy water with which he made the sign of the cross, muttering to himself the short office of the Holy Ghost. Then, with a nod to his brother and a short word of greeting to the dauphin and to the Due du Maine, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat in his long silken night-dress, his little white feet dangling from beneath it—a perilous position for any man to assume, were it not that he had so heart-felt a sense of his own dignity that he could not realise that under any circumstances it might be compromised in the eyes of others. So he sat, the master of France, yet the slave to every puff of wind, for a wandering draught had set him shivering and shaking. Monsieur de St. Quentin, the noble barber, flung a purple dressing-gown over the royal shoulders, and placed a long many-curled court wig upon his head, while Bontems drew on his red stockings and laid before him his slippers of embroidered velvet. The monarch thrust his feet into them, tied his dressing-gown, and passed out to the fireplace, where he settled himself down in his easy-chair, holding out his thin delicate hands towards the blazing logs, while the others stood round in a semicircle, waiting for the grand lever which was to follow.

“How is this, messieurs?” the king asked suddenly, glancing round him with a petulant face. “I am conscious of a smell of scent. Surely none of you would venture to bring perfume into the presence, knowing, as you must all do, how offensive it is to me.”

The little group glanced from one to the other with protestations of innocence. The faithful Bontems, however, with his stealthy step, had passed along behind them, and had detected the offender.

“My lord of Toulouse, the smell comes from you,” he said.

The Comte de Toulouse, a little ruddy-cheeked lad, flushed up at the detection.

“If you please, sire, it is possible that Mademoiselle de Grammont may have wet my coat with her casting-bottle when we all played together at Marly yesterday,” he stammered. “I had not observed it, but if it offends your Majesty—”

“Take it away! take it away!” cried the king. “Pah! it chokes and stifles me[1q]! Open the lower casement, Bontems. No; never heed, now that he is gone. Monsieur de St. Quentin, is not this our shaving morning?”

“Yes, sire; all is ready.”

“Then why not proceed? It is three minutes after the accustomed time. To work, sir; and you, Bontems, give word for the grand lever.”

It was obvious that the king was not in a very good humour that morning. He darted little quick questioning glances at his brother and at his sons, but whatever complaint or sarcasm may have trembled upon his lips, was effectually stifled by De St. Quentin’s ministrations. With the nonchalance born of long custom, the official covered the royal chin with soap, drew the razor swiftly round it, and sponged over the surface with spirits of wine. A nobleman then helped to draw on the king’s black velvet haut-dechausses, a second assisted in arranging them, while a third drew the night-gown over the shoulders, and handed the royal shirt, which had been warming before the fire. His diamond-buckled shoes, his gaiters, and his scarlet inner vest were successively fastened by noble courtiers, each keenly jealous of his own privilege, and over the vest was placed the blue ribbon with the cross of the Holy Ghost in diamonds, and that of St. Louis tied with red. To one to whom the sight was new, it might have seemed strange to see the little man, listless, passive, with his eyes fixed thoughtfully on the burning logs, while this group of men, each with a historic name, bustled round him, adding a touch here and a touch there, like a knot of children with a favourite doll. The black undercoat was drawn on, the cravat of rich lace adjusted, the loose overcoat secured, two handkerchiefs of costly point carried forward upon an enamelled saucer, and thrust by separate officials into each side pocket, the silver and ebony cane laid to hand, and the monarch was ready for the labours of the day.

During the half-hour or so which had been occupied in this manner there had been a constant opening and closing of the chamber door, and a muttering of names from the captain of the guard to the attendant in charge, and from the attendant in charge to the first gentleman of the chamber, ending always in the admission of some new visitor. Each as he entered bowed profoundly three times, as a salute to majesty, and then attached himself to his own little clique or coterie, to gossip in a low voice over the news, the weather, and the plans of the day. Gradually the numbers increased, until by the time the king’s frugal first breakfast of bread and twice watered wine had been carried in, the large square chamber was quite filled with a throng of men many of whom had helped to make the epoch the most illustrious of French history. Here, close by the king, was the harsh but energetic Louvois, all-powerful now since the death of his rival Colbert, discussing a question of military organisation with two officers, the one a tall and stately soldier, the other a strange little figure, undersized and misshapen, but bearing the insignia of a marshal of France, and owning a name which was of evil omen over the Dutch frontier, for Luxembourg was looked upon already as the successor of Conde, even as his companion Vauban was of Turenne. Beside them, a small white-haired clerical with a kindly face, Pere la Chaise, confessor to the king, was whispering his views upon Jansenism to the portly Bossuet, the eloquent Bishop of Meaux, and to the tall thin young Abbe de Fenelon, who listened with a clouded brow, for it was suspected that his own opinions were tainted with the heresy in question. There, too, was Le Brun, the painter, discussing art in a small circle which contained his fellow-workers Verrio and Laguerre, the architects Blondel and Le Notre, and sculptors Girardon, Puget, Desjardins, and Coysevox, whose works had done so much to beautify the new palace of the king. Close to the door, Racine, with his handsome face wreathed in smiles, was chatting with the poet Boileau and the architect Mansard, the three laughing and jesting with the freedom which was natural to the favourite servants of the king, the only subjects who might walk unannounced and without ceremony into and out of his chamber.

“What is amiss with him this morning?” asked Boileau in a whisper, nodding his head in the direction of the royal group. “I fear that his sleep has not improved his temper.”

“He becomes harder and harder to amuse,” said Racine, shaking his head. “I am to be at Madame De Maintenon’s room at three to see whether a page or two of the Phedre may not work a change.”

“My friend,” said the architect, “do you not think that madame herself might be a better consoler than your Phedre?”

“Madame is a wonderful woman. She has brains, she has heart, she has tact—she is admirable.”

“And yet she has one gift too many.”

“And that is?”

“Age.”

“Pooh! What matter her years when she can carry them like thirty? What an eye! What an arm! And besides, my friends, he is not himself a boy any longer.”

“Ah, but that is another thing.”

“A man’s age is an incident, a woman’s a calamity.”

“Very true. But a young man consults his eye, and an older man his ear. Over forty, it is the clever tongue which wins; under it, the pretty face.”

“Ah, you rascal! Then you have made up your mind that five-and-forty years with tact will hold the field against nine-and-thirty with beauty. Well, when your lady has won, she will doubtless remember who were the first to pay court to her.”

“But I think that you are wrong, Racine.”

“Well, we shall see.”

“And if you are wrong—”

“Well, what then?”

“Then it may be a little serious for you.”

“And why?”

“The Marquise de Montespan has a memory.”

“Her influence may soon be nothing more.”

“Do not rely too much upon it, my friend. When the Fontanges came up from Provence, with her blue eyes and her copper hair, it was in every man’s mouth that Montespan had had her day. Yet Fontanges is six feet under a church crypt, and the marquise spent two hours with the king last week. She has won once, and may again.”

“Ah, but this is a very different rival. This is no slip of a country girl, but the cleverest woman in France.”

“Pshaw, Racine, you know our good master well, or you should, for you seem to have been at his elbow since the days of the Fronde. Is he a man, think you, to be amused forever by sermons, or to spend his days at the feet of a lady of that age, watching her at her tapestry-work, and fondling her poodle, when all the fairest faces and brightest eyes of France are as thick in his salons as the tulips in a Dutch flower-bed? No, no, it will be the Montespan, or if not she, some younger beauty.”

“My dear Boileau, I say again that her sun is setting. Have you not heard the news?”

“Not a word.”

“Her brother, Monsieur de Vivonne, has been refused the entre.”

“Impossible!”

“But it is a fact.”

“And when?”

“This very morning.”

“From whom had you it?”

“From De Catinat, the captain of the guard. He had his orders to bar the way to him.”

“Ha! then the king does indeed mean mischief. That is why his brow is so cloudy this morning, then. By my faith, if the marquise has the spirit with which folk credit her, he may find that it was easier to win her than to slight her.”

“Ay; the Mortemarts are no easy race to handle.”

“Well, heaven send him a safe way out of it! But who is this gentleman? His face is somewhat grimmer than those to which the court is accustomed. Ha! the king catches sight of him, and Louvois beckons to him to advance. By my faith, he is one who would be more at his ease in a tent than under a painted ceiling.”

The stranger who had attracted Racine’s attention was a tall thin man, with a high aquiline nose, stern fierce gray eyes, peeping out from under tufted brows, and a countenance so lined and marked by age, care, and stress of weather that it stood out amid the prim courtier faces which surrounded it as an old hawk might in a cage of birds of gay plumage. He was clad in a sombre-coloured suit which had become usual at court since the king had put aside frivolity and Fontanges, but the sword which hung from his waist was no fancy rapier, but a good brass-hilted blade in a stained leather-sheath, which showed every sign of having seen hard service. He had been standing near the door, his black-feathered beaver in his hand, glancing with a half-amused, half-disdainful expression at the groups of gossips around him, but at the sign from the minister of war he began to elbow his way forward, pushing aside in no very ceremonious fashion all who barred his passage.

Louis possessed in a high degree the royal faculty of recognition. “It is years since I have seen him, but I remember his face well,” said he, turning to his minister. “It is the Comte de Frontenac[4], is it not?”

“Yes, sire,” answered Louvois; “it is indeed Louis de Buade, Comte de Frontenac, and formerly governor of Canada.”

“We are glad to see you once more at our lever,” said the monarch, as the old nobleman stooped his head, and kissed the white hand which was extended to him. “I hope that the cold of Canada has not chilled the warmth of your loyalty.”

“Only death itself, sire, would be cold enough for that.”

“Then I trust that it may remain to us for many long years. We would thank you for the care and pains which you have spent upon our province, and if we have recalled you, it is chiefly that we would fain hear from your own lips how all things go there. And first, as the affairs of God take precedence of those of France, how does the conversion of the heathen prosper?”

“We cannot complain, sire. The good fathers, both Jesuits and Recollets, have done their best, though indeed they are both rather ready to abandon the affairs of the next world in
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