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The Treaty of Nîmes (1704): fake news, 
propaganda and diplomacy during the War 

of the Spanish Succession
Lionel Laborie*

A B ST R A CT 

This article reappraises the significance of the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’, a fake historical document that suppos-
edly ended the War of the Cévennes in May 1704. The agreement was negotiated by Camisard leader 
Jean Cavalier and Louis XIV’s representative in Languedoc, the Maréchal de Villars. It claimed no less 
than to restore the Edict of Nantes in Languedoc two decades after its revocation, and sparked specu-
lation among the Protestant coalition about the true state of French domestic affairs in the midst of the 
War of the Spanish Succession. Dissecting its individual articles against the backdrop of contemporary 
correspondences, newspapers and pamphlets, this article thus reconstructs the origins and true purpose 
of that controversial agreement to show the limits of the Sun King’s absolutist rule, and makes a case 
more generally for the historical value of fake historical documents.

 ‘TREATY: A Contract, a deal that is reached.[...] also refers to a negotiation & conclusion of 
peace, of confederation, marriage, capitulation’.1

On 22 July 1702, the abbé du Chayla was brutally murdered by Protestant rebels known as ‘Camisards’ 
in the Cévennes. After nearly two decades of mounting persecution since the revocation of the Edict 
of Nantes in 1685, his death sparked what many historians have called the last French war of religion.2 
Far from a local conflict, the War of the Cévennes (1702–10) rapidly took an international dimen-
sion, as exiled Huguenots called upon the Anglo-Dutch alliance to support the rebels against Louis 
XIV in the midst of the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14).3

*  Lionel Laborie is an Assistant Professor in Early Modern History at Leiden University, The Netherlands (Email: l.p.f.laborie@
hum.leidenuniv.nl). An earlier draft of this paper was presented at the SFHS annual conference in Washington DC in 2017 and at the 
University of St Andrews in 2018. I would like to thank the reviewers for their insightful comments. I am grateful to Jeroen Duindam, 
Michiel van Groesen, David van der Linden and David Thompson for their feedback on earlier drafts of this article.

1  A. Furetière, Dictionnaire universel (The Hague, 1690), iii. 722. All translations are mine, unless otherwise indicated.
2  F. Godet, Histoire de la Réformation et du Refuge dans le pays de Neuchâtel (Neuchâtel, 1859), 265; P. Wolff, Histoire du 

Languedoc (Toulouse, 1967), 371; L. Frey and M. Frey, Societies in Upheaval: Insurrections in France, Hungary, and Spain in the 
Early Eighteenth Century (New York, 1987), 38; M. Holt, The French Wars of Religion, 1562-1629, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, 2005), 
178; W. G. Monahan, Let God Arise: The War and Rebellion of the Camisards (Oxford, 2014), 5.

3  P. Joutard, ‘Toute l’Europe derrière les Camisards!’ L’Histoire, 266 (2002), 72–6.
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The history of the Camisards’ revolt is well documented and has received growing attention from 
Anglophone historians in recent years.4 Nonetheless, uncertainty continues to surround precisely 
how and when this conflict ended. Although Languedoc saw ongoing violence until 1710, French 
authorities had negotiated peace with the rebels in May 1704. Contemporary sources provide dis-
cordant clues as to the outcomes of these negotiations but, according to Monahan, a ‘failure to com-
municate’ caused the conflict to resume until the last rebels were crushed.5

At the heart of this contention is the existence of a treaty, allegedly signed in Nîmes in May 
1704, between the Camisard leader Jean Cavalier and Maréchal de Villars, Louis XIV’s envoy to 
Languedoc. The text was published by Cavalier in 1725 and presented as a partial restoration of the 
Edict of Nantes in Languedoc. In the aftermath of a religious war, both parties were likely to distort 
the reality of this little-known episode in French history. For the stakes were indeed very high: if 
authentic, the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’ would have constituted a severe blow to the Sun King while France 
was fighting most of Europe. If fabricated, however, the document may be regarded as a late piece of 
Protestant propaganda destined to rehabilitate Cavalier’s reputation and legacy.

The early modern period saw an explosion of printed news as production costs declined and 
literacy levels increased. By 1700, printers and journalists had built networks of informants to break 
news, beat competition and secure profits. Information circulated faster than ever across national 
and linguistic borders, sometimes unverified, and increasingly needed to be managed.6 This was 
paramount in times of international conflict, when courts suspected dissenters of colluding with 
the enemy. As Feyel, Rétat and others have demonstrated, French-language gazettes printed abroad 
circulated widely in France by 1700 and competed with Renaudot’s Gazette as part of a ‘double 
market of information’.7 Versailles’ efforts to conceal its negotiations with the Camisards fuelled a 
news race abroad based on leaks, hearsay and rumour. This lack of reliability against efficient royal 
censorship and propaganda has left its mark on historians, who have overlooked the significance of 
such an agreement. Yet, as shall be seen, although the document itself was indeed fake and only in 
fact reconstructed the terms negotiated between Cavalier and Villars for public knowledge, at least 
seven different versions circulated in Europe between 1704 and 1725. Such widespread interest in a 
treaty that never was should command our attention.

This article dissects the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’ in the light of recently discovered sources to determine 
the true circumstances that ended the Camisards’ rebellion. After briefly summarizing the fortnight 
of negotiations that led to Cavalier’s surrender, it considers the terms of the treaty against the back-
drop of contemporary correspondences, both Protestant and Catholic, foreign and domestic, and 
reconstructs the genesis of that fake document based on newspaper reports and fragments collected 
from European and North American archives. I demonstrate, contrary to the existing historiography, 
that the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’ was contemporary to the Camisards’ revolt and that it circulated between 
the main protagonists of the War of the Spanish Succession. For this reason, it is argued that fake doc-
uments also have a historical value of their own right. Indeed, this ‘treaty’ illustrates, on the one hand, 
how the ‘stratégie de cabinet’, whereby military decisions were increasingly taken at Court rather than 
on the battlefield, also provided opportunities for conceited generals such as Villars to pursue their 
individual interests. The distance separating Nîmes from Versailles allowed him to take risky deci-
sions and manipulate the information reported to Louis to his own advantage, forcing Europe’s most 
powerful monarch to rely entirely on his general’s brinksmanship to end the rebellion and regain con-
trol over the Cévennes.8 On the other hand, the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’ offers some insights into the com-
munication networks that enabled its circulation and supported a transnational sense of Protestant 
solidarity in the post-Westphalian era.

6  M. van Groesen and H. Helmers, ‘Managing the news in early modern Europe, 1550–1800’, Media Hist, 22 (2016), 261–6.
7  G. Feyel, L’Annonce et la nouvelle: la presse d’information en France sous l’Ancien Régime (1630-1788) (Oxford, 2000), 436–7; 

P. Rétat (ed.), La Gazette d’Amsterdam, miroir de l’Europe au XVIIIe siècle (Oxford, 2001), 121–30; H. Duranton, C. Labrosse and 
P. Rétat (eds), Les Gazettes européennes de langue française (XVIIe-XVIIIe siècles) (Saint-Étienne, 1992).

8  J.-P. Cénat, Le Roi stratège: Louis XIV et la direction de la guerre, 1661-1715 (Rennes, 2010), esp. chapter 10.

4  R. McCullough, Coercion, Conversion and Counterinsurgency in Louis XIV’s France (Leiden, 2007), 181–242; Monahan, Let God Arise.
5  Monahan, Let God Arise, 253–63.
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I
On 29 March 1704, after nearly two years of religious violence, Louis XIV sent Maréchal 
Claude-Louis-Hector de Villars (1653–1734), who had been leading the Franco-Bavarian army 
with Elector Max Emanuel against Imperial forces, to the Cévennes. The fact that Louis solic-
ited one of his highest-ranking officers to contain a peasant revolt in the midst of the War of 
the Spanish Succession speaks volumes about the severity of the situation. Not only had the 
Bavarian campaign been failing for months, but Savoy and Portugal had also recently joined the 
Grand Alliance, while French royal finances were showing frailty. As Louis told Villars: ‘You will 
be doing me an important favour if you are able to stop a revolt which may become very danger-
ous, especially at a time when, being at war against the whole of Europe, it is quite embarrassing 
to have one in the heart of the kingdom.’9 Languedoc was the largest Protestant stronghold then, 
with a long history of heresies and revolts behind it. Nowhere else in France was the crisis of 
trust between Catholics and Protestants more acute than in the Cévennes.10 The dragonnades 
and the Revocation had rekindled religious tensions, killing thousands of Protestants who 
refused to convert. Time was also pressing for Versailles as the Anglo-Dutch coalition prepared 
financial and military support to the Camisards.

In Lyon, Villars met Jacques-Jacob de Rossel, Baron d’Aigaliers, a respected Huguenot loy-
alist at the Court who would become key to the negotiations. The intendant of Languedoc, 
Nicolas Lamoignon de Basville (1648–1724), welcomed them in Beaucaire and all three men 
finally reached Nîmes together on 22 April 1704.11 Villars’ arrival in Languedoc was an imme-
diate game changer. His predecessor Maréchal de Montrevel had failed to crush the rebellion 
by force, so Villars immediately announced his intention to resolve the conflict peacefully. This 
new, more diplomatic approach contrasted sharply with that of Basville, for whom negotiat-
ing with royal subjects debased the monarchy and discredited the king. But Villars was deter-
mined to capitalize on the hopes and culture of the local population: ‘They all want to expect 
that my arrival will bring a happy change and, prophecies being to their liking, they brought 
me one of Nostradamus’ Centuries which assures that a general entering Languedoc through 
Beaucaire will end all the sufferings of the Province.’12 At the time, Villars thought that he was 
‘dealing with madmen’, but later confessed in his memoirs: ‘I let them believe, as this could not 
harm my operations’.13 He immediately sent d’Aigaliers to Uzès to establish contact with Jean 
Cavalier (1681–1740), a former baker’s apprentice and leader of the Camisards. Not content 
with Villars’ trust in a Protestant nobleman, Basville sent his own agent, Isaiah Lacombe—
Cavalier’s former employer—to approach the notorious rebel. Thus, instead of collaborating as 
they were expected to, Villars and Basville favoured two different approaches and competed to 
bring Cavalier and his troops to surrender.14

The conflict was beginning to turn in Versailles’ favour. By late April the Camisards were 
severely weakened. They had suffered heavy losses a few days earlier at the battle of Nages; 
stocks of supplies, food and ammunition were running low as the long-promised Anglo-Dutch 
aid had yet to come; denunciations were financially rewarded and dozens of Camisards were 

9  A. Petitot and Monmerqué (eds), Mémoires du maréchal de Villars (II), Collection des mémoires relatifs à l’histoire de France, 
vol. LXIX (Paris, 1828), 139.

10  G. Hosking, ‘The Reformation as a crisis of trust’, in Trust and Distrust: Sociocultural Perspectives, ed. I. Marková and A. 
Gillespie (Charlotte, NC, 2008), 29–47.

11  Monahan, Let God Arise, 196–7.
12  E. Roschach (ed.), Etudes historiques sur la province de Languedoc (Toulouse, 1876), xiv. 1910. On the significance of 

Nostradamus’ predictions to French Protestants: K. Wirts and L. Tuttle, ‘Jacques Massard: prophecy and the harmony of knowl-
edge’, in Early Modern Prophecies in Transnational, National and Regional Contexts, ed. L. Laborie and A. Hessayon (Leiden, 2020), 
i. 84–134. On the prophetic culture of the Huguenots in Languedoc: L. Laborie, ‘Huguenot prophecies in eighteenth-century 
France’, in Laborie and Hessayon (eds), Early Modern Prophecies i. 189–244.

13  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1910; Mémoires du maréchal de Villars, (II), 141.
14  Monahan, Let God Arise, 199.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/fh/article/36/3/283/6568051 by guest on 31 January 2023



286  •  Lionel Laborie

turning themselves in daily, adding pressure on Cavalier.15 On 30 April, Cavalier wrote to Villars 
for the first time:

MONSEIGNEUR, having heard that you were not informed of our request […] I wanted 
to take up my pen again to exhort you to accept this request for the good & prosperity of the 
Kingdom, which is the freedom of our conscience & the release of the prisoners & many galley 
slaves who suffer unfairly for defending the truth.16

It took several days for Villars and Basville’s respective agents to locate the Camisards in the 
Cévennes mountains and open negotiations with Cavalier. This is where contemporaneous 
sources increasingly diverge and the chronology of events becomes less clear. We can establish 
for certain that Lacombe was the first to reach Cavalier, on 11 May. He persuaded Cavalier to 
submit his requests in writing to Villars via the new maréchal de camp in Alès, the Marquis de 
La Lande.17 The next day, 12 May, Cavalier and 200 Camisards met La Lande outside Alès by the 
Pont d’Avènes, who only brought twenty dragoons and released Cavalier’s younger brother as 
a goodwill gesture. Despite many eyewitnesses, their conversation remained confidential. The 
two men talked alone for three hours. Their body language suggested that the tension was rising 
until La Lande presented some paper and ink and persuaded Cavalier to sign a written agree-
ment. According to l’abbé L’Ouvreleul, a Catholic chronicler of the rebellion:

Cavalier replied that he did not need money & that he only begged him to obtain from the 
King permits to go to Geneva with eight of his friends, & those of his Troop willing to follow 
him, a permission to sell their property, & the freedom of their imprisoned or exiled relatives. 
Mr. de la Lande responded favourably to all these articles.18

A truce was declared with immediate effect and both parties withdrew to their quarters. The 
next morning, 13 May, La Lande presented the agreement to Villars in Nîmes, who in turn dis-
patched his nephew, Monsieur de Saint-Pierre, to Versailles for approval.19

Yet the Pont d’Avènes agreement thwarted d’Aigaliers’ plans. For months he had been working at 
the Court as a loyalist Huguenot, hoping to lead a French regiment abroad in return for his diplomatic 
services. D’Aigaliers thus met with Cavalier in Alès on 13 May and convinced him of his foolishness 
in conditioning his surrender to La Lande. He drafted a letter of apology begging the King’s forgive-
ness and surrendered without conditions for the Camisard to sign.20 Villars immediately rejoiced at 
Cavalier’s volte-face in a letter to Michel Chamillart, Louis XIV’s minister of war:

Yesterday evening, Mr. d’Aigaliers returned, having spent the whole day with Cavalier. He 
brought me back the letter that you will find attached in the original. I beg you, Sir, to send it 
back to me; for since he signed it in the presence of his troop, it would be good to be able to 

15  Mercure Galant (Paris, May 1704), 75–83, 113–17; P. Joutard, La Légende des Camisards, une sensibilité au passé (Paris, 
1977), 30–1.

16  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1917.
17  Jean-Baptiste du Deffand, Marquis de La Lande. B[ritish] L[ibrary], Add Ms 61258, fols 119–20; Histoire des Camisards, 

où l’on voit par quelles fausses maximes de politique et de religion la France a risqué sa ruine sous le règne de Louis XIV (London, 1744), 
ii. 287–8.

18  J.-B. L’Ouvreleul, Le Fanatisme renouvellé, ou histoire des sacrileges, des incendies, des meurtres; des autres Attentats que les 
Calvinistes révoltez ont commis dans les Sevenes (Avignon, 1704), iii. 107; A[rchives] N[ationales], Chartrier de Tocqueville, 154/
AP/II/120, no. 110.

19  C.-J. de La Baume, Relation historique de la révolte des Camisards (Montpellier, 2004), 181. Roschach, Etudes historiques, 
1935–7.

20  La Baume, Relation historique, 181; A. Mazel, É. Marion and J. Bonbonnoux, Mémoires sur la guerre des Camisards 
(Montpellier, 1983), 65; Monahan, Let God Arise, 202–3.
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21  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1940–1.

show it back to him. You will find it much stronger than the first letter [i.e. the Pont d’Avènes 
agreement] because this one makes no conditions. It is not in Cavalier’s hand, & I recognized 
that of Mr. d’Aigaliers, who did not deny to me that he had helped to compose it; but the fact 
is that it was read again before Cavalier & his troop & signed by him.21

Having secured two signed submissions from Cavalier in two days, the French authorities 
naturally downplayed the Pont d’Avènes agreement and brandished the second letter with-
out conditions as their victory over the rebels. This was reflected in the press: the Gazette de 
Lyon, for example, only reported Cavalier’s unconditional surrender, as did French allies.22 The 
Swedish press merely announced a truce without furnishing further details.23 Similarly, La 
Gaceta de Madrid did not report on the Pont d’Avènes articles, but instead published Cavalier’s 
unconditional capitulation dictated by d’Aigaliers on 13 May.24 Its coverage of ‘la Guerra de los 
Fanaticos’ reflects the confidentially of the negotiation process and its exploitation by the par-
ties involved. Whereas its sources from Paris merely emphasized an unconditional surrender, 
those in Bayonne signalled an accommodation—‘el ajuste’—whereby the Camisards negotiated 
permission to go abroad, sell their estates and form a regiment to serve Louis, which the Sun 
King was expected to approve.25

Foreign gazettes were increasingly circulating in France by the early 1700s. Dutch publi-
cations in particular provided lots of information, albeit biased, on French domestic affairs 
and competed against Renaudot’s Gazette, Versailles’ official voice, within a ‘double market 
of information’. Provincial reprints of the Gazette multiplied after the Revocation and the 
Nine Years’ War—Montpellier began in 1689—in an attempt to diffuse French propaganda 
in its Protestant strongholds.26 Despite French efforts to publicize Cavalier’s unconditional 
capitulation, the terms of the Pont d’Avènes agreement rapidly leaked in London, where the 
Marquis de Miremont had been coordinating the Anglo-Dutch coalition’s military and finan-
cial support for the Camisards.27 An anonymous copy of a letter written in Nîmes on 14 May 
announced:

Here is the Substance of the Treaty that is being reported and that is not yet known for sure. [I] 
A General Amnesty, [II] the freedom for Cavallier, to leave the Kingdom with 400 men from 
his Troop [III] the release of Exiles & prisoners made so since the Beginning of the War and 
[IV] the Return of confiscated property, & other articles that are not known. [Cavalier] did 
ask for freedom of Conscience, but it is not expected that the King will grant it.28

This first letter from the Camisards to their contacts in England, likely via Miremont’s agent 
on the continent David Flotard, built momentum for a treaty among Protestant nations, the 
terms of which were published simultaneously in French, Dutch and German in June, indicat-
ing a highly organized and coordinated effort.29 However, it was The London Gazette that first 
reported on the Pont d’Avènes agreement:

22  Recueil des gazettes, nouvelles ordinaires et extraordinaires… de l’année 1704 (Lyon, 1704), no. 22, 88.
23  Posttidningar (Stockholm), no. 24, 7.
24  Gaceta de Madrid, no. 23, 91.
25  Gaceta de Madrid, no. 28, 111, 115–16; no. 27, 106.
26  Feyel, L’Annonce et la nouvelle, 436–7, 456–75, 479–80; J. Klaits, Printed Propaganda Under Louis XIV (Princeton, 1976), 

22–3.
27  L. Laborie, ‘Bourbon, Armand de, marquis de Miremont (1655–1732)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography <http://

www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/109568>.
28  BL, Ms Add. 61258, fols 119–20 (Nîmes, 14 May).
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Nismes, May 17: [Cavalier] was at last prevailed upon to enter upon a Treaty for accommo-
dating Matters, and had an Interview 6 or 7 days ago with Monsieur de la Lande, Marshal de 
Camp, wherein they agreed upon several Articles for that purpose, which are sent to Court to 
be ratified.30

The coalition was fully aware of Louis XIV’s desperate need to end the rebellion and send his 
troops abroad against Anglo-Dutch forces.31 It was in this context of urgency that, three weeks 
after his arrival, Villars finally brought Cavalier to his negotiation table in Nîmes on 16 May 1704. 
The Camisard appeared magnificently dressed on a Spanish horse followed by some twenty 
men, sparking a wave of hysteria across the city. The meeting was held outside the city walls in 
the Recollect convent in the presence of Basville, La Lande and the governor of Nîmes, M. de 
Sandricourt. According to Villars’ memoirs, the discussions remained cordial, save for Basville’s 
angry outbursts at the sight of a baker’s boy negotiating with a Maréchal de France. Cavalier 
nevertheless surrendered and was promised a pension and a colonelcy in return. The ceasefire 
was prolonged; Cavalier’s troop were to stay in Calvisson at the king’s expenses and enjoy the 
free, public exercise of their faith until 1 June, while waiting for orders from Versailles.32

II
What was agreed to at the Recollects meeting on 16 May 1704? The exact terms of these private 
negotiations caused much confusion at the time. Unsurprisingly, the memoirs of the two main 
protagonists differ substantially on this episode. Villars only acknowledged oral negotiations, 
whereas Cavalier claimed that he had signed a peace treaty restoring freedom of conscience 
throughout Languedoc and releasing Protestant prisoners and galley slaves.33 Both memoirs 
were respectively published some thirty and twenty years after the events, both lack precision 
and suffer from a propensity to revisionism.

Since history, as we know, is written by the victors, little credit was given to Cavalier’s version 
during his lifetime and even less by modern historians. Early Catholic chroniclers of the War of 
the Cévennes remain vague about the content of the negotiations and certainly did not mention 
the existence of a treaty.34 The day after the Recollect meeting (17 May), Basville announced 
triumphantly to the bishop of Alès:

Cavalier, leader of the rebels, has submitted entirely and without conditions. He came yes-
terday to this city [...] to place himself in the hands of Mr. the Marshal de Villars without any 
condition other than to beg for the king’s mercy; [...] Mr. the Marshal de Villars sent a second 
letter to receive the king’s orders on the fate of those who have surrendered in full.35

Even Antoine Court, the great Huguenot minister and historian of the Camisard rebellion, dis-
missed the treaty’s existence, arguing instead for a late forgery used to restore Cavalier’s legacy.36 

31  Flying Post or The Post-Master [18–20 May 1704] (London, 1704), 2.
32  H. Bosc, La Guerre des Cévennes 1702-1710 (Curandera, 1987), iii. 505–12; Monahan, Let God Arise, 204.
33  J. Cavalier, Memoirs of the Wars of the Cevennes (Dublin, 1725), 272.
34  L’Ouvreleul, Fanatisme, 113–16; ‘Journal du curé Mingaud’, <http://www.camisards.net/journal-du-cure-mingaud>; 

François Duval, Mémoires historiques de la révolte des fanatiques (Paris, 1708), 52–6.
35  Manuscrit Ronzier de Vern <http://www.camisards.net/le-manuscrit-ronzier-de-vern/>.
36  A. Court, Histoire des troubles des Cevennes ou de la Guerre Des Camisars (Villefranche, 1760), 404–9.
37  Bosc, La Guerre des Cévennes, iii. 515–22; Joutard, La Légende des Camisards, 30–1; J.-P. Chabrol, Elie Marion, le vagabond 

de Dieu (1678-1713) (Aix-en-Provence, 1999), 64; Frey and Frey, Societies in Upheaval, 54. McCullough, Coercion, Conversion 
and Counterinsurgency, 231–3.

38  P. Rolland (ed.), Mémoires du colonel Cavalier sur la guerre des Camisards: manuscript original de La Haye (Paris, 2011), 
23–4.

30  London Gazette, no. 4022 (London, 1704), 1.
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Except for Bosc who, in his monumental history of the revolt, suggested that the so-called treaty 
may simply have been a draft; modern historians have largely concluded the same. Joutard dis-
cussed the peace negotiations in passing; Chabrol, Frey and Frey only allowed for vague prom-
ises made by Villars to Cavalier, while McCullough does not mention the possibility of a treaty 
at all.37 Among those who investigated the issue, Rolland ruled that ‘No correspondence, no 
other Memoir than that of Cavalier mentions the signature of such a treaty, which one cannot 
imagine for one second that it could have been signed by Basville or by Villars’.38 Monahan like-
wise dismissed the treaty as a ‘mythical document’, a ‘fantastic invention […] necessary to cover 
up [Cavalier’s] failure’.39

The contentious treaty in question was published in Cavalier’s memoirs in 1725. The fact that 
it appeared two decades after the events and in English, most likely translated by the Huguenot 
minister Pierre Gally de Gaujac, has seriously compromised its authenticity,40 for Cavalier’s 
memoirs were originally compiled in French around 1708–13. This manuscript is kept in the 
Walloon collection in Leiden University Library (LUL) under the reference AW2 1459. It is 
only one of three surviving manuscript copies of Cavalier’s memoirs, of which the original 
appears to be lost.41 The treaty published in Cavalier’s English memoirs remains nonetheless 
identical on every point to this French manuscript, except for its date: 17 [instead of 8] May 
1704.42 The nine-day difference between the French manuscript and its English publication is 
too striking to be a mistake. It suggests the treaty’s date was edited retrospectively, possibly with 
some purpose in mind.

So where was this English version of the treaty copied from? Presumably from the standalone 
manuscript Traité also held at LUL under the shelfmark AW2 1458, which may be the origi-
nal. It consists of eight articles each followed by the note ‘accordé’ or ‘refusé’, and lists Villars, 
Basville, La Lande, Cavalier and Billard as signatories. Although similar in appearance, these 
two manuscript versions differ slightly in wording and, more surprisingly, AW2 1458 bears yet 
another date—11 May 1704.43 Since both versions are in French, but in a different hand, the 
treaty’s content may have been edited in preparation for Cavalier’s memoirs or else the latter was 
simply not based on the former, as previously assumed.

Our examination of the Leiden manuscripts could almost end here if it was not for the dis-
covery of a third manuscript copy of the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’ in the Blenheim Papers at the British 
Library (BL).44 This copy is also written in French, but in a different hand from the Leiden 
manuscripts; it shares the same date as AW2 1458—11 May 1704—and all five aforementioned 
signatories. It does not contain eight articles, however, but eleven and is clearly presented as a 
copy in the margin. The original might still be AW2 1458, but the different wording and the 
breaking down of article 6 into four new articles suggests that an earlier version may even have 
existed elsewhere.

We can establish for certain that the BL copy was circulating by 1707, that is before Cavalier 
wrote his memoirs. Indeed, it was published verbatim in La Guerre d’Espagne, de Bavière & de 
Flandres, a largely fictitious memoir ascribed to former musketeer-turned-writer Gatien de 
Courtilz de Sandras under the imprint of the equally fictitious Pierre Marteau.45 La Guerre d’Es-
pagne was translated into English in 1708, but only listed nine out of the eleven articles of the 

39  Monahan, Let God Arise, 205.
40  Gally de Gaujac’s authorship of Cavalier’s memoirs is mentioned by Pierre Daudé in a letter to Pierre Desmaizeaux dated 

22 December 1733. BL Add. Ms 4283, fols 49–50.
41  Rolland, Mémoires du colonel Cavalier, 13.
42  Cavalier, Memoirs, 272–4.
43  La Lande’s name is not listed in AW2 1459 either.
44  BL Add. Ms 61258, fols 117–18.
45  G. Courtilz de Sandras, La Guerre d’Espagne, de Baviere, et de Flandre, ou Memoires du marquis D*** (Cologne, 1707), 

575–7.
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treaty that Villars had allegedly granted to Cavalier in the BL manuscript.46 The following year 
(1709), another English translation of the treaty was published in its entirety in The Life and 
History of Lewis XIV. Although identical in content, this version varies slightly from that in both 
La Guerre d’Espagne’s English translation and Cavalier’s memoirs in 1725, indicating that the 
original manuscript circulated between different hands at the time.47

Regardless of its actual origin, the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’ generated considerable interest during 
the War of the Spanish Succession. At least seven different versions of this fake document have 
now been identified between 1704 and 1725. Three survive in manuscript form—two in Leiden 
and one in London—while another three were published in French and English between 1707 
and 1709, making Cavalier’s memoirs only the fourth published version. To these must be 
added multiple re-editions and new translations published afterwards.48 Despite their early cir-
culation during the Camisards’ revolt, none of the three manuscript copies identified above can 
be considered as the original because they all present the signatures in the same hand. These 
seven versions are either dated 8, 11 or 17 May 1704, none of which matches the Recollect 
meeting on 16 May.

III
The fact that the Treaty of Nîmes never existed should not undermine its historical value. A 
close reading of its content and, more importantly, the inconsistencies between its seven ver-
sions, sheds considerable light on its genesis, the motivations behind it and the negotiation 
process more generally. The remaining part of this article therefore examines the terms and con-
ditions allegedly agreed between Villars and Cavalier on 16 May and shows how the devil was 
quite literally in the detail.

The first article was by far the most important. It guarantees freedom of conscience for all 
Protestants across Languedoc, exempts them from attending Mass and, despite forbidding 
the construction of new temples, it allowed for public worship in the fields. This was of course 
extremely contentious and likely incorporated lessons learned from previous failed negotia-
tions. Already in 1683, before the Revocation, Claude Brousson had led a civil disobedience 
movement with Huguenots worshipping on the ruins of their destroyed churches in response to 
the dragonnades, edicts and arrêts that increasingly restricted their rights.49 A decade later, exiled 
ministers such as Elie Benoist and Pierre Jurieu had unsuccessfully lobbied the Anglo-Dutch 
coalition to force France to restore Protestant worship at the Peace of Rijswijk in 1697.50 While 
this first article’s parameters proved more restricted, both in its nature and geographical scope, 
it would still have been perceived as a severe blow to Louis XIV. If freedom of conscience was 
indeed discussed at the Recollects, Villars certainly did not mention it to Versailles. Instead, 
he emphasized Cavalier’s unconditional surrender drafted by d’Aigaliers the day after the Pont 
d’Avènes agreement: ‘upon the promise I made to Cavalier, he came with his chief leaders to sub-
mit entirely to Your Majesty’s mercy, & to offer without condition, either to leave the Kingdom, 
or to go and atone for their fault by sacrificing himself in Your Majesty’s service.’51 Villars’ let-
ter, written from Nîmes on 17 May, reached Versailles just three days later, a record delivery 

48  Not counting the multiple re-editions of Courtilz de Sandras’ La Guerre d’Espagne between 1707 and 1713, and those of 
Cavalier’s English Memoirs between 1725 and 1727. An eighth copy retranslated into French, but different from LUL AW2 1459 
was published after Cavalier’s memoirs in Histoire des Camisards, i. 325–30.

49  W. C. Utt and B. E. Strayer, The Bellicose Dove: Claude Brousson and Protestant Resistance to Louis XIV, 1647-1698 
(Brighton, 2003), 20–33.

50  D. van der Linden, Experiencing Exile: Huguenot Refugees in the Dutch Republic, 1680-1700 (Aldershot, 2015), 132–41.
51  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1943.

46  The Memoirs of the Marquess de Langallerie, Containing an Account of the Most Secret Intrigues of the French, Spanish, and 
Bavarian Courts… (London, 1708), 272–4.

47  The Life and History of Lewis XIV (London, 1709), 554–5.
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52  Feyel, L’Annonce et la nouvelle, 489–91.
53  Journal du Marquis de Dangeau (Paris, 1854-60), x. 20–1.

reflecting the urgency of the matter when couriers between Paris and Montpellier normally 
took five days at that time.52 The French officer and diarist Philippe de Courcillon, Marquis de 
Dangeau noted on 21 May: ‘The letter from Mr. de Villars which arrived yesterday [May 20] in 
the evening brought the news that Cavalier had come to find him, surrendering entirely to the 
mercy of the king and no longer demanding any conditions.’53

Cavalier’s alleged silence on freedom of conscience seems hard to believe, for his meeting 
with Villars offered a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to defend a cause for which so many of his 
coreligionists had died. Not only had Cavalier made freedom of conscience his prerequisite for 
the negotiations in his first letter to Villars on 30 April, but he had also renewed his demand to 
La Lande at the Pont d’Avènes, to which the latter answered that the king would advise. More 
importantly, Villars’ memoirs contradict his own correspondence at the time and reveal that 
Cavalier went much further in his demands at the Recollects: ‘[Cavalier] asked [...] permission 
to profess their religion publicly in designated places. I replied that this last request would never 
be permitted.’54 Not content with this answer, Cavalier obtained a significant compromise when 
Villars then promised him:

you insist upon liberty of Conscience, the King is willing to grant it to you; you shall live as you 
think fit; he will also permit you to meet, and have Service in your own Way, but not to build 
Churches, you ought to be satisfied with this, having taken up Arms against his Majesty.55

In considering the value of a baker’s boy’s testimony against that of a Maréchal de France, his-
torians have always sided with the latter. Yet Villars’ last letter to Louis before meeting Cavalier, 
dated 13 May, corroborates the Camisard’s version on every point: ‘My view [is] to never allow 
them but to pray to God in themselves as they wish, without any appearance of an assembly. I 
also believe that they should not be forced into any exercise of the Catholic Religion.’56 Three 
days before the Recollects meeting, Villars supported granting the rebels freedom of conscience 
and likely promised it to Cavalier without Louis’ permission. This is probably what infuriated 
Basville during their meeting and what almost compromised Cavalier’s surrender.57 Indeed, 
Villars’ letter echoes almost exactly the terms of article 1 of the treaty, which respectively guaran-
tees freedom of conscience, bans public worship and exempts Protestants from attending Mass. 
He promised freedom of conscience as a short-term pragmatic attempt to appease the Camisards 
long enough to lure Cavalier into leaving the country with his troops. Further, he allowed them 
to stay in Calvisson (18–28 May 1704) until their agreement was approved by Versailles and to 
worship publicly for the first time since the Revocation. Up to 12,000 Protestants, according to 
both Catholic and Protestant sources, prayed and sang psalms together, and Cavalier reportedly 
preached on the main square. Local priests lamented that many young prophetesses fell under 
ecstasy claiming to be possessed by the Holy Spirit.58

This shocking spectacle only helped spread rumours that Villars had indeed restored the Edict 
of Nantes in Languedoc. The fact that Major de Bombelles promised freedom of conscience 
to the Camisards in Calvisson without his hierarchy’s permission did not help either.59 Villars 
came under fire at court, where Louis Phélypeaux, Marquis de la Vrillière, Secretary of State for 

54  Mémoires du maréchal de Villars (II), 150.
55  Cavalier, Memoirs, 268–9.
56  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1937. This had also been Louis XIV’s position on the Huguenots of Normandy, whom he 

sought to slowly win over by showing some lenience in the wake of the Revocation. Van der Linden, Experiencing Exile, 33–4.
57  Bosc, La Guerre des Cévennes, iii. 516–17.
58  La Baume, Relation historique, 184–8; L’Ouvreleul, Fanatisme, 117.
59  Bombelles was subsequently arrested. L’Ouvreleul, Fanatisme, 192.
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Protestant Affairs and close to Mme de Maintenon, publicly accused him of having conceded 
freedom of conscience to the rebels: ‘It is reported that I have granted indefinitely the free exer-
cise of religion, and that I only owe to this condition the return of those who surrender’.60 Villars 
categorically denied such allegations in his defence both to Chamillart and Louis XIV:

it would be a capital [crime] to promise freedom of conscience when the rebels who have 
surrendered never thought to demand it, & that I made clear that I would have hanged the 
first man daring to bring me a letter from the rebels that mentioned this & any other condition 
than to beg only His Majesty’s clemency.61

In his ordonnance dated 29 May, Villars further protested that the Camisards:

instead of following all the commitments they have made by requests they have signed, by 
letters they have written, & by promises they have given us themselves, (they) some disrupters 
& enemies of peace have thought only of creating false expectations of freedom in the minds 
of the people for the exercise of the so-called Reformed Religion, for which no proposal has 
ever been made.62

Villars’ defence is further evidence of his duplicity. For whereas he claimed to rule Languedoc 
with an iron fist, freedom of conscience, as we have seen, remained indeed central throughout 
his negotiations with Cavalier.63

Articles 2 and 3 are identical in all seven versions of the treaty, albeit with slightly different 
wording. They respectively guarantee the release of all prisoners and galley slaves arrested on 
religious grounds since the Revocation within six weeks and authorize exiled Huguenots to 
return to France provided that they swear allegiance to the king.64 Regardless of the treaty’s 
authenticity, both requests ought to be credited to Cavalier, who had indeed insisted on these 
terms in his first letter to Villars on 30 April and again at the Pont d’Avènes on 12 May. By con-
trast, the return of Huguenot exiles was never put in writing and is nowhere discussed in official 
correspondence. Still, the Nîmes magistrate Charles-Joseph de La Baume, author of one of the 
most important memoirs written during the revolt, not only confirmed that Cavalier had asked 
for the return of exiled Huguenots, but also that ‘M. de la Lande led him to believe that these 
conditions would be accepted’.65

Evidently La Lande went to great lengths to persuade Cavalier to sign his surrender at the 
Pont d’Avènes, so much so that, on 17 May, Villars felt compelled to justify to Versailles his own 
meeting with the Camisard at the Recollects:

It was vital that I speak to Cavalier & his people, primarily because the Marquis de la Lande 
believed that it was essential to allow them the sale of their goods & the freedom of the prison-
ers, and that with these two conditions, they could have negotiated infinitely, which was not 
acceptable. They did not even mention it to me. Cavalier has always been deeply respectful, 
relying on Your Majesty’s grace.66

61  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1995–6.
62  Ibid., 1966.
63  Ibid., 1767, 1770, 1876.
64  LUL AW2 1458 only mentions prisoners, not galley slaves. It worth pointing out that Louis had allowed exiled Huguenots 

to return to France if they abjured their religion and converted to Catholicism during the negotiations at the peace of Rijswijk in 
1697. Some 1,000 Huguenots from the Dutch Republic accepted this offer. Van der Linden, Experiencing Exile, 130–40, 144–52.

65  La Baume, Relation historique, 181.
66  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1944.

60  Mémoires du maréchal de Villars (II), 151.
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67  AN, 154/AP/II/120, no. 110, fol. 3.

Villars was once again playing on words, this time using his diplomatic tact to appeal to Louis 
XIV’s clemency towards the rebels. As we have seen, the terms of articles 2 and 3 had been dis-
cussed before. Once Cavalier had taken the bait, Villars and Basville downplayed his requests 
and negotiated instead based on his second, unconditional surrender of 13 May.67 This is 
reflected in the time lag of the correspondence between Nîmes and Versailles, distance remain-
ing without a doubt the greatest barrier to the Sun King’s military absolutism. Two days after 
the Recollects meeting, on 18 May, Louis was only responding to the Pont d’Avènes conditions 
received the day before and approved Cavalier’s requests:

I see nothing in Cavallier’s declaration that cannot be granted to him & to those who have 
become mixed up with him in this revolt. You [Villars] can in my name give them whatever 
written assurances they desire that the lives of those who will want to remain in my Kingdom 
will be in complete safety. […] I am willing to grant pardon to those in the prisons […] I am 
also willing to allow those who will leave my Kingdom to sell their goods […] In the written 
statement you will give to Cavalier, you will force him to leave my Kingdom as soon as possi-
ble, & to leave in the first of next month with those willing to follow him.68

Contrary to what French propaganda and modern historians have claimed, Cavalier’s surrender 
was anything but unconditional. The release of some Protestant prisoners as a result of these 
negotiations provides further evidence of an agreement. In his testimony given in London in 
January 1707, the ‘French Prophet’ Jean Cavalier of Sauve, alleged cousin of the homonymous 
Camisard leader, declared: ‘I was released from Perpignan prison (even though I had been sen-
tenced to life imprisonment) by an article of the Treaty that Mr Cavalier had made’.69

The remaining articles vary from one version to another and reflect the technical nature of 
the negotiations. Article 4 concerns the restoration of the parlements’ original powers and priv-
ileges—that is the chambres mi-parties de l’Édit—abolished in 1679.70 This was a key demand 
for the rebels, for these courts consisted of an equal number of Catholic and Protestant judges, 
thereby guaranteeing Huguenots a fair trial as well as an opportunity for social mobility for 
their local elite.71 Unsurprisingly, this was allegedly denied by Villars in all versions, except for 
Cavalier’s memoirs, which state ‘the King will Advise’, perhaps as a late attempt by Cavalier to 
overstate his achievements at the Recollects. Likewise, the fifth article grants a tax exemption 
for Protestants both during and after the war, except again in Cavalier’s memoirs, where it was 
reportedly denied.72 Of all seven versions of the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’, article 5 is the only one to fea-
ture contradictory responses, which further confirms that Cavalier’s memoirs were composed 
after copies of the ‘treaty’ began circulating in Europe.

Article 6 reveals precious chronological clues about both the negotiations between Cavalier 
and Villars and the composition of the treaty. It allowed Cavalier to raise a regiment of 2,000 
Camisards to serve Louis XIV in Portugal and granted a general amnesty to those who would 
surrender. All seven versions of the treaty are consistent on these terms, except for their pres-
entation. The BL copy and its published translations all list these conditions not in one, but 
four distinct articles (6, 7, 8, 9). As established earlier, the BL copy was circulating between 

68  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1947–8 (emphasis added).
69  F.-M. Misson, Le Théâtre sacré des Cévennes (Londres, 1707), 51. On the French Prophets: L. Laborie, Enlightening 

Enthusiasm: Prophecy and Religious Experience in Early Eighteenth-Century England (Manchester, 2015).
70  LUL AW2 1458 simply refers to ‘les parlemens’, while the other six versions all restrict themselves to that of Languedoc. 

This point is nowhere to be found in any of the sources I have examined.
71  R. Mentzer, ‘L’Édit de Nantes et la chambre de justice du Languedoc’, in Coexister dans l’intolérance: l’Édit de Nantes 

(1598), ed. M. Grandjean and B. Roussel (Genève, 1998), 321–38.
72  LUL AW2 1458 does not specify a period of validity, whereas the version in Cavalier’s memoirs is restricted to Languedoc 

and for a period of ten years.
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England and the Dutch Republic by 1707, but it was not the original draft. The question of a 
Camisard regiment serving the Sun King abroad is central here. Throughout the negotiations 
with La Lande and Villars (12–16 May), the prospect of a Camisard regiment was only dis-
cussed orally because Cavalier himself refused to put it in writing, possibly lest he be accused 
of sedition.73 Moreover, his regiment was originally destined to serve in Germany and leave 
France via Geneva. The Camisards had first offered to form a regiment on 25 April—three days 
after Villars’ arrival in Languedoc—in return for their surrender. The Maréchal judged that 
‘this would be very good’ at the time.74 Chamillart’s response, dated 12 May, was unequivocal 
about Versailles’ position and feared that the rebels might join the Protestant coalition once 
in Germany: ‘The King did not like the proposition you [Villars] made to form a regiment of 
those Camisards who surrender to serve in Germany; those people still have a mind too full 
of their own rebellion to make good use of it, & we should not think about it’.75 The same day, 
Cavalier renewed his offer to La Lande at the Pont d’Avènes. Villars was desperate to negotiate 
the Camisards’ departure from Languedoc, but also concerned about their loyalty. On 13 May, 
he wrote to Chamillart: ‘I must beg you, Sir, to send me various routes to send these people 
out of the Kingdom, whether they want to go to Geneva or to Strasbourg to reach Holland. I 
am convinced that it will not be impossible to commit them to our service’.76 The next day, he 
added:

I beg you, Sir, to please honour me with His Majesty’s orders on this regiment, if it can be set 
up; for I would find it better still to have these people for us than against us; it is quite certain 
that they will increase our enemies’ battalions, the moment after they have left the Kingdom.77

Catholic and Protestant sources concur that the formation of a Camisard regiment due to serve 
against Portugal was first discussed at the Recollects on 16 May.78 Villars sought to drive the 
Camisards out of France and promptly realized that Spain was a much safer destination than 
Germany to prevent the Camisards from turning against their sovereign. The French were well 
aware of the Anglo-Dutch coalition’s planned military and naval expeditions to support the 
rebels in Languedoc. Sending a Camisard regiment to Protestant territories constituted a risk 
that Versailles could not afford to take. So, Louis reluctantly agreed to Villars’ proposition on 
24 May:

I am not convinced, wherever it may be, by the prospect of a regiment at my service that incites 
in my subjects & Enemies an idea of revolt [...] All I can do is to agree that those who have 
decided to leave my Kingdom will go to Spain to serve in my troops against the Portuguese.79

In addition to offering an insight into the European stakes of these negotiations, this sudden 
change in destination helps date the composition of the treaty. Since all seven versions include 
an article relating to service in Portugal, the agreement could not have been drafted before 16 
May 1704 at the earliest. The fact that all manuscript copies antedate the Recollects meeting 
confirms, in light of article 6, that they were written retrospectively from memory, shortly after 
Cavalier departed from France.

75  Ibid., 1934.
76  Ibid., 1938.
77  Ibid., 1941.
78  Bosc, La Guerre Des Cévennes, iii. 513; J. Bonbonnoux, Mémoires de Bonbonnoux chef Camisard et pasteur du Désert 

(Anduze, 1883), 38; E. Salvaire, Relation sommaire des désordres commis par les camisards des Cévennes (Montpellier, 1997), 225–6.
79  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1958.

73  Bosc, La Guerre des Cévennes, iii. 469–70.
74  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1912.
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The final two articles appear consistent in form, though with slightly different wording 
every time. Article 7 addresses the restoration of Montpellier, Sète and Perpignan as Protestant 
strongholds guaranteeing the safety of the Reformed community and the free exercise of their 
faith. The Edict of Nantes had created 150 of these safe havens across France in 1598, but all had 
been abolished at the peace of Alès in 1629.80 Cavalier’s request to restore them was denied. By 
contrast, Article 8 allegedly granted a seven-year tax exemption to all Cévenols whose houses 
had been destroyed during the war, a clause that appears consistent across all seven versions of 
the treaty.

IV
As he walked out of the Recollects, Cavalier rejoined his troops, who were eager to hear about 
his agreement with Villars. His response dealt a sudden blow to the Camisards, as one of them, 
Jacques Bonbonnoux, recalled:

As soon as he returned to the troop, we wanted to know what the articles of the treaty he had 
just agreed were; but, since he did not judge it appropriate to tell us, our principals urged him 
[...] so that he was forced to declare that red clothes were being made [for us] in Nimes, and 
that we were to be sent for Portugal.81

Cavalier’s visible unease further suggests that he could not produce a written agreement from 
his meeting with Villars. Instead, he had placed all his trust in the Maréchal and had to wait an 
excruciating ten days for the king’s response to Villars’ bold promises. Preserving the secrecy 
of the transactions was vital to Louis, who feared that the Anglo-Dutch coalition might propa-
gandize a written agreement against him while he was at war against most of Europe. When the 
Camisard leader Elie Marion negotiated the exile of another group of rebels with Villars in 1705 
and requested a signed agreement, the Maréchal answered ‘that nothing had been signed with 
Cavalier […], that the King’s promise sufficed’.82 In short, both Cavalier and Villars confirmed, 
through Bonbonnoux and Marion’s respective accounts, that no treaty was signed on 16 May 
1704.

Still, conflicting reports and rumours added to the confusion. The five-day delays in the circu-
lation of information between Languedoc and Versailles further complicated the matter when, 
on 18 May, still unaware of the Recollects meeting, Louis responded to Cavalier’s agreement 
with La Lande at the Pont d’Avènes: ‘If they ask for an amnesty or a written pardon, I will have 
one sent to them, but it seems to me that you cannot take too much care to avoid giving the pub-
lic an act that may spread among foreigners & from which they would benefit.’83 Louis was evi-
dently willing to make unprecedented compromises and thus to follow Villars’ decisions to end 
the revolt as soon as possible. His letter did not reach Villars in Nîmes until several days later, 
by which time the negotiations with Cavalier were over and his troop were waiting in Calvisson 
in full compliance with their agreement.84 Meanwhile, news of a truce was beginning to spread 
in foreign gazettes, as we saw earlier. Time was therefore pressing and, like Cavalier, Louis had 
also placed all his trust in Villars. Yet the Maréchal proved a tactful diplomat coaxing both of his 
interlocutors to his own advantage. A letter from a professor of the University of Montpellier 
to a friend at the Sorbonne even cast doubts as to what Villars actually reported to Louis about 
his meeting with Cavalier: ‘I do not know whether Mr. the Marshal made an accurate report of 

80  E. Labrousse, ‘Une Foi, une loi, un roi?’: essai sur la revocation de l’Édit de Nantes (Geneva, 1985), 29.
81  Bonbonnoux, Mémoires, 38.
82  Mémoires sur la guerre des Camisards, 90.
83  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1947–8. Feyel, L’Annonce et la nouvelle, 489–91.
84  AN, 154/AP/II/120, no. 110, fol. 4; Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1965.
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this meeting to His Majesty; but it is at least certain, that a few days later he received an order 
from the Court, to end this matter completely, to the satisfaction of Rolland & Cavalier.’85 Louis’ 
response to the Recollects talks, dated 24 May, followed Villars’ recommendations to grant a 
general amnesty, the release of prisoners detained on religious grounds, the right to sell their 
properties and to leave France, but excluded ‘allowing them publicly in their error’ as he had 
done since the Revocation.86 By the time it arrived, however, the Camisards had been worship-
ping in public in Calvisson for two weeks with Villars’ permission and unbeknownst to the king.

The confidentiality of the negotiations between Cavalier and Villars followed by the public 
worship in Calvisson could not but create confusion in the minds of the coalition. The Nouvelles 
extraordinaires in Leiden reproduced via Zurich the letter of a Camisard under Cavalier’s orders, 
written from Calvisson on 26 May, which largely echoes the main terms of the Treaty:

My Brother, [...] I wanted to wait for the outcome of the requests we had made for the restora-
tion of the Protestant Religion in all of Languedoc & in all other Provinces, with the release of 
all the galley Slaves, & of all the Prisoners on account of Religion. This was granted to us by the 
Marshal de Villars & by Mr. the lntendant [Basville] with all their Council. But they said they 
wanted to write to the King, & ordered us to gather here, with the promise that they would 
give us His Majesty’s answer 10 days later. […] Our Brother Cavalier did not go to Nimes as 
you think he did; but it is true that he received Letters with proposals for Peace.87

Three days later, on 29 May, the Duke of Marlborough wrote from Mainz to the Dutch Grand 
Pensionary Heinsius that the Camisards had capitulated and called for an immediate halt to the 
financial and military support for the rebels. By 4 June, the court of Savoy had received intel-
ligence from its spies in Languedoc that ‘His most Christian Majesty [Louis XIV] has ratified 
what Marshal de Villars had promised to the Camisards’.88 An anonymous letter written around 
the same time that I discovered in Berlin even proclaimed that the Camisards had recovered 
their freedom of worship and the right to rebuild their temples—most likely based on the public 
celebrations in Calvisson—and exhorted Huguenot exiles to return to France to rescue their 
brethren from prisons and galleys.89

Despite the confusion created by such conflicting reports, the coalition promptly celebrated 
the Recollects meeting as a humiliation inflicted upon France. The English press praised Cavalier’s 
achievement as a symbol of the Sun King’s decline. Comparing the Recollects meeting to Aesop’s 
fable of the Lion forced into a truce after failing to catch a fly, the Monthly Journal for July 1704 exulted:

For my part, I am almost in an Extasie, as often as I think of it. How was it possible for so great 
a Monarch to Stoop so low, and that at the End of a long, glorious, and arbitrary Reign? […] 
When a Prince signs by force an Amnesty, he signs a Diminution of his Power, which is his 
dearest and most precious Jewel […] But King Lewis has done more than that, […] [he] has 
done [the Camisards] the honour to Treat, to Stipulate, and enter upon a Negotiation with 
them. […] The Most Christian King, who makes all Europe tremble, sends no less than a 
Marshal of France, to Treat in his Name with one of his Highlanders […] as Nature makes 
sometimes sad Tools with the finest Blood, so she makes often her Master-pieces out of Dirt. 
[…] A Baker’s poor Prentice falls in the Way of Lewis the Great, and checks him in his full 
Career for Universal Monarchy.90

87  Nouvelles extraordinaires de divers endroits, no. 51 (Leiden, 1704), 3–4.
88  Bowdoin College Library, Maine, M194.2, box 4, 4 June 1704.
89  Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz Berlin, French correspondence (1701–10), I. HA Rep. 11, no. 2664, 

fols 64–5.
90  The Monthly Journal, of the Affairs of Europe (London, 1704), 17–18.

85  La Clef du cabinet des princes de l’Europe (S.l., 1704), 90.
86  Roschach, Etudes historiques, 1957–8.
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In many ways, these words reflected the coalition’s growing momentum in the War of the 
Spanish Succession. It proved prophetic as the wind was about to turn in their favour. Indeed, 
having recalled Villars from Bavaria to end the Camisards’ revolt, France suffered a milestone 
defeat a month later at the battle of Blenheim in August 1704.

Although the Recollects meeting dealt a severe blow to Louis XIV’s image internationally, the 
reality on the ground was more complicated. Disappointed with the terms of Cavalier’s agree-
ment, most Camisards refused to serve Louis in Spain against Portugal and only a minority 
followed Cavalier to Calvisson. Meanwhile, Tobie Rocayrol, another envoy of the Anglo-Dutch 
coalition after David Flotard, had arrived in Nîmes from Turin at the end of May and com-
promised further negotiations by promising imminent support from the coalition.91 According 
to Villars’ nephew, Rolland sought to follow Cavalier’s footsteps and had sent two envoys to 
negotiate with the Maréchal on 4 June. ‘This renew’d the Treaty’ and, as with Cavalier, the same 
‘Articles were agreed upon’, including ‘a full Liberty of Conscience’, but four days later because of 
Rocayrol’s interference, ‘Villars declar’d that the Negotiation and Treaty were broke’.92

Back in Versailles, Louis was forced to approve the terms of the Recollects meeting that 
Villars had submitted him. The Daily Courant reports ‘from the Paris Gazette a la main’ that:

The King has sent his last Orders to the M. de Villars to conclude the Accomodation with the 
Camisards; they are to have Passports to go out of the Kingdom, part by the way of Geneva, 
and part to the Rhine and so into Germany; and will be permitted to sell what they have, or 
to leave a Power to others to dispose of their Effects for them after they are gone. But the last 
Letters say, the chief of them are unwilling to leave the Kingdom, and demand only a Pardon 
and to be admitted to Serve in the King’s Armies.93

The fragile mutual trust established in May was rapidly breached as it became clear that Louis 
would not honour Villars’ risky promise to restore freedom conscience after Cavalier’s depar-
ture from Languedoc. By mid-June the Camisards felt their leader had been lured into surren-
dering and vowed to the coalition to continue fighting:

As for us, we are determin’d to fight as long as God shall give us strength, and to the last Drop of our 
Blood; […] We have declar’d unanimously that the first among us who shall talk of Peace upon any 
other Terms than restoring the Protestant Religion, shall suffer Death without Mercy.94

V
After the Recollects, Cavalier and his men stayed in Calvisson until 1 June 1704, while waiting for 
Louis’ orders before their departure to Spain. Their destination changed once again on 29 May, when 
Chamillart informed Villars that they would go to Neuf-Brisach on the Rhine and serve in Germany 
under Maréchal de Tallard.95 Chamillart’s orders did not reach Languedoc until a week later, by which 
time the truce of Calvisson had ended and the Camisards faced a new wave of repression. Cavalier 
eventually left on June 23 with 100 men, heading towards Versailles.96

Although he was appointed lieutenant–colonel in Mâcon on 9 July, mistrust continued to 
grow on his way to the Court.97 The same day, Baron d’Aigaliers presented the Camisard with 
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R84.
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a new plan to serve under Prince Ferenc Rákóczi II (1676–1735) in Hungary against the 
Habsburgs. The Marquis de Bonnac, French ambassador to Sweden, based in Danzig and in 
charge of both Polish and Hungarian affairs, had negotiated an agreement with the Magyar 
regime to send the Camisards to Hungary, which Cavalier accepted.98

Meanwhile, rumours had begun to circulate at Court to discredit Cavalier ahead of his arrival 
at Versailles. As is often the case, foreign observers offer a precious source of information in this 
context. The Swedish ambassador Daniel Cronström asked his correspondent on 5 June 1704:

On the matter of Cavalier, do you know, Sir, who he is? He is M. Tiquet’s man. This was not 
known when he was granted an amnesty and up until now there has been a willingness to keep 
the promise regarding the crime of rebellion, but no one knows what to do about the murder.99

The name ‘Tiquet’ referred to a recent cause célèbre: in 1699, the wealthy and adulterous 
Angélique Carlier was beheaded after conspiring to assassinate her husband Claude Tiquet, 
an impoverished conseiller at the Parlement de Paris.100 This tragic affair was well known in 
Versailles and the rumour was clearly intended to smear Cavalier ahead of his visit to the Court.

It was in this toxic context of rumours and suspicion that Cavalier met Chamillart in Versailles 
on 16 July to receive his colonelcy and 1,500l pension, but that he was also denied freedom 
of conscience for his coreligionists.101 Whether or not he really met Louis XIV, as Cavalier’s 
memoirs state, is another claim that historians have dismissed as an affront to the Sun King.102 
But their interpretation is based on well-known, hostile sources such as Saint Simon, Mme 
Dunoyer and Voltaire.103 An account of such an incongruous encounter was already published 
early in September 1704, in which Louis allegedly asked Cavalier to convert to Catholicism, 
to which the latter answered: ‘my Body & my goods are Your Majesty’s, but my Soul is GOD’s, 
who alone will dispose of it’.104 French authorities denied of course that such a meeting between 
Europe’s most powerful ruler and a baker’s boy ever happened, but foreigners once again leaked 
Versailles’ best-kept secrets. Madame la Princesse Palatine wrote on 20 September 1704:

Only at Marly did I learn that Cavalier saw the king at Versailles and if Dibagnet, the caretaker 
of the Palais-Royal, had not by chance dined with him, I would not yet know it still. No one 
had been informed of this at Versailles. He is certainly a fanatic. I do not think Villars can over-
come the camisards, he is too romantic for that…105

And again on 10 June 1706:

The king would be very surprised if he were told that I know the entirety of the conversation 
he had with Cavalier … I find it very foolhardy to have told the king to his face where he had 
sourced his weapons and ammunition from. Villars, without doubt, committed to him more 
than the king had allowed him to promise…106
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Madame’s account counterbalances the Court’s secrecy and the natural bias of French sources. 
Not only does she corroborate Cavalier’s account on every point, but she also further substan-
tiates suspicions that Villars promised the Camisard leader more than he could deliver without 
compromising himself before Louis.

The rest, as they say, is history and is well documented. Cavalier returned to Mâcon for nearly 
a month until his regiment was sent to the fortress of Neuf-Brisach on the Rhine in late August. 
Fearing his imminent imprisonment amid conflicting diplomatic signals and rumours, he escaped 
to Lausanne on 26 August, never to return to France again.107 His grievances were made public 
in Geneva on 6 September: ‘Cavalier pretends that the French King having not set at liberty the 
Protestants on board the Galleys, nor taken care to perform several other Articles, which were part of 
his Treaty, he did not think himself obliged to perform that agreement.’108 Another letter from Bern 
from the same day broke Cavalier’s silence over his capitulation for the first time since the Recollects:

[Cavalier] replied to them that he would never have come to an accommodation, if he had not had 
their word that his closest Relatives would be freed from their Shackles, together with all those of 
our Religion who groan in the Prisons & in the Galleys: And if he had not also been promised free-
dom of Conscience for them all, excepting, he says, Public Worship in the Temples.109

In many ways, this letter paved the way for the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’. For, while Cavalier only men-
tions verbal promises made by La Lande and Villars, their content respectively corroborates 
articles 1 and 2 discussed above. Evidently Villars lured the Camisards into believing the truce 
of Calvisson restored freedom of conscience. His deceitfulness had become clear among the 
coalition by the summer. A satirical dialogue imagined between Rolland and Ravanel, two 
Camisards leaders who refused to surrender, captured the Protestant perspective on the nego-
tiations: ‘be assur’d [Villars’] Orders from the King are to murder all, to promise any thing, and 
keep his word in nothing […] Too visible an Instance of his Treachery we’ve seen already, how 
well he kept Conditions with Revolted Cavalier.’110 Cavalier himself felt betrayed and consid-
ered returning to the Cévennes to resume the insurrection at the beginning of December.111 At 
last in 1705, more ‘Camisards […] came out of France by virtue of the Treaty concluded by the 
Famous Cavalier, with the Marshal of Villars’ and went to the Canton of Zurich.112 But this mea-
gre gesture did not suffice to convince the remaining Camisards, who judged Cavalier harshly as 
a result. Elie Marion, who himself negotiated with Villars in October 1704, recalled years later:

Marshall Villars […] found means to deal with Cavaliere by some flattering Spirits who surpriz’d 
him and caus’d him to fall into the Snares which the Devil had laid for him by pride, he hearkened 
to the flattering and deceitfull Voice suffering himself to be blinded by the promises and hopes 
which did flatter his pride and Ambition and he yielded and did Capitulate and Laid down his 
Armes […] Cavaliere haveing thus withdrawn himself in May 1704 from among the Combatants 
The Enemy granted to him some of the Prisonners among the oppressed who with a small 
Number of those that had follow’d him were to be imploy’d for the Kings Service.113

Cavalier’s word and credibility suffered irremediably in all this confusion, deceit and disin-
formation. Perhaps the last word on the Recollects meeting and the true nature of Cavalier’s 
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surrender should go to Villars himself, whose memoirs once again contradicted decades later 
what he had reported to Versailles at the time: ‘From the moment that Cavalier began to nego-
tiate until the end, he always acted in good faith. Several conditions were agreed and rejected 
before an agreement was reached’.114

VI
The Treaty of Nîmes, as a legally binding diplomatic document between the Camisards and 
the French authorities, never existed. A close examination of contemporary sources against the 
backdrop of a well-established chronology leaves no room for the ratification of such a docu-
ment in the middle of May 1704. Not only do none of the seven versions presented above match 
the date of the Recollects meeting, but Catholic and Protestant sources concur that Villars never 
signed a written agreement with Cavalier. Instead, this fake document turns out to be a mostly 
accurate reconstruction of the conditions agreed verbally between the two protagonists.

Nonetheless, the forgery of the ‘Treaty of Nîmes’ should not undermine its historical 
value. Autopsying a fake document in its multiple versions offers considerable insight into the 
motivations behind its genesis and the period as a whole. As I have shown, news of a treaty 
preceded the Recollects meeting and emerged from the Pont d’Avènes capitulation on 12 May. 
The actual text, as it survives in various forms, was most likely composed in 1705–06, possibly 
when Cavalier arrived in The Hague to prove what he had actually negotiated. This mythical 
document should therefore be read as a faithful reconstruction of the verbal agreement that 
brought Cavalier to surrender and precipitated the end of the last French war of religion. Each 
of its articles, including freedom of conscience, had indeed been agreed to orally by either La 
Lande or Villars. The contradictions between Villars’ letters and his later memoirs reveal his 
pragmatic handling of the negotiations and willingness to overstep the king’s authority to his 
own benefit.115 That is not to say that nothing was put in writing. Louis accepted the conditions 
to Cavalier’s surrender at Pont d’Avènes, which the fake treaty subsequently incorporated, and 
he also instructed Villars to give the Camisard written guarantees after the Recollects meeting.

The treaty’s publication in the European presses from 1707 suggests that it served a very dif-
ferent purpose than rehabilitating Cavalier’s reputation two decades after the events. Instead, it 
fuelled a wider propaganda campaign by Huguenot diplomats, such as the Marquis de Miremont 
and his agent David Flotard or pamphleteers such as Abel Boyer, promoting the Camisards’ 
revolt to the coalition as key to defeating Louis XIV.116 Cavalier had by then integrated the 
Dutch army, while other prominent Camisards such as Elie Marion and Abraham Mazel were 
prophesying in London to build momentum for a military expedition to the Cévennes. Since 
none of the extant manuscript copies of the ‘treaty’ are in Cavalier’s hand, a third-party involve-
ment by exiled Huguenots would also explain the inconsistencies between the seven versions.

More generally, this contested episode illustrates the urgency of conflict resolution in times 
of slow communication against the active propaganda of transnational Protestant networks dur-
ing the War of the Spanish Succession. It also highlights the varying degrees of trust in the spo-
ken word between different social ranks of the Ancien Régime. In matters of diplomacy more 
than anything else, spoken words fly away, but written ones remain.

115  His brinkmanship soon paid off; he was made a duke in January 1705 for his services and bought Vaux-le-Vicomte that 
summer.

116  Laborie, ‘Huguenot propaganda and the millenarian legacy of the Desert in the Refuge’.

114  Mémoires du maréchal de Villars (II), 149.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/fh/article/36/3/283/6568051 by guest on 31 January 2023


