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A ZIL U M
In northern Pennsylvania, between Wyalusing 

and Towanda, the Roosevelt Highway scales a, 
precipitous hillside. Near the summit, a granite 
marker informs the traveller that men famous 
in French history built nearby in 1793 a town of 
refuge. Far below it lay, on a tree-fringed ter­
race in an elbow of the Susquehanna. Stone 
fences running north and south, and east and 
west follow today the lines of the old street layout. 
Orchards, farmlands, a few century-old houses 
with vast brick ovens, H-hinges and colonial stair­
ways, an unfailing spring, and a boulder at the 
former market-place now mark the site.

Most of the colonists (nobles, army officers, 
abbes, sugar-planters) returned when the violence 
of the French Revolution abated to help reshape 
the destiny of France under Napoleon. Others re­
mained, intrigued by the fertile acres, the great 
trees—oak and sycamore, pine and hemlock—and 
the lovely landscapes of the region, then almost 
untouched wilderness; lured also by the promise 
of escape from gruelling taxation and from Old 
World throttling of enterprise and opinion. These 
few families—Hornets, Laportes, Lefevres, D’Au- 
tremonts—in a region recently reclaimed from 
the Indian, developed industry, roads, built inns, 
planted orchards and introduced a higher standard 
of living: importing conveniences from Philadel­
phia, poled laboriously up the river from Catawissa. 
They became not only the agriculturists, lumber­
men and millers, but the doctors, teachers, danc­
ing-masters, legislators of the section.

Among the descendants of these refugee colon­
ists a romantic legend lingers. The settlement was 
designed, the tale runs, as a hiding-place for 
Marie Antoinette and her young son the Dauphin. 
The great house that once commanded a view of 
the river, its wooded islets and the overhanging 
mountain, was known as the Queen's mansion. An 
artist’s sketch made from an account left by 
Elizabeth Laporte, born and reared in it, shows
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MARKER OVERLOOKING SITE ON THE SUSQUEHANNA
Sullivan Trail, Eoute 309 (U. S. 6)
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trees, clear the wood-lots,

WIDOW MARIE D’AUTREMONT
Who brought three young sons to 

Azilum

’ " ’ ’ ' , build the town and carve
the road for the colonists tell us. For the most 
part, however, the women of the settlement, like 
their refugee sisters in Russia, Germany, Italy, 
tackled bravely their unwonted frontier tasks, 
through the rigors of the pioneer winter, and the
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northern boundary, and the bake-house site—-the 
hiding-place in the woods—8 miles back on the 
postroad at New Era.

Sometimes the ladies of the colony—there were 
four young brides—beguiled the hours by ‘teeter­
ing’ on the trunks of fallen forest giants. So 
descendants of the workmen who helped fell the
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Enthusiastic hikers can still trace 
road designed to shorten the route to 
phia via the West Branch. Climbing f 
behind the town site, it commands a 
and enabled anxious colonists to sight 
boats winding their way up river with 
or supplies. A horseman following this roi 
news fortnightly from civilization eager watchers. Other points of interest 
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AZILUM SITE TODAY
Half-moon terrace chosen for the refugee village. Streets 

and west. Four hundred town lots
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Portrait Statue

Mortally wounded, he 
ordered the colors nailed 
to the mast, and sank 
with his ship.
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Commemorates Cap­
tain Du Petit-Thouars ’ 
last adventure.

heats of summer. After the day’s work, to be 
sure, Gallic temperament revived. Many like Ma­
dame D ’Autremont, whose doll-like features and 
careful coiffure are perpetuated in a portrait, ad­
hered to the Old-World custom of dressing for 
dinner. Week-ends, there was dancing, cards and 
music, and interchange of anecdotes on the har­
rowing scenes lately witnessed, plantations aflame, 
hairbreadth escapes adrift in the Bay of Biscay 
or in tiny fishing-boats on the Channel.
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Visitors were many, as
French Revolution grew, and increasing numbers 
of French liberals found America their only haven. 
Among them came Talleyrand, later Napoleon’s 
foreign minister, to traverse the wildernesses of 
Pennsylvania and of Maine on horseback and 
afoot; astray more than once at nightfall in the 
forest. A little homesick among the crudities of 
a new civilization, and fearful lest Europe should 
never again be habitable by moderate men.

In 1795, came the Duke de la Rochefoucauld- 
Liancourt, economist and philanthropist, once first 
gentleman of the Bourbon Court. After his plan 
to rescue Louis from Paris failed, he went into 
hiding among the dunes near Abbeville, escaping
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at night in a sailboat, across the stormy English 
Oliannol: to embark later to America. Heavy-hearted, 
with regretful memories of the model estate he 
had abandoned, and the wife and young sons left 
behind, ho spent two weeks at Azilum, printing 
its story in his Trai’rls in America.

Hero'came and were feted as members of the 
royal family the three young sons of the Duke 
d’Orleans. The eldest, Louis Philippe, was later 
chosen “King of the French”. Hunting parties 
and outdoor fetes were organized in 1797 in honor 
of the three in the beautiful wild country back 
of Azilum. Here still is a fine game preserve, 
with abundant deer and partridge, and a famous 
white stag that eludes the wariest hunter—in 
woodlands aflame in autumn with maple, oak and 
sassafras.

Here, on weekends, came also that delightful 
young sea-captain, Aristide Aubert du Petit-Thou- 
ars, who like Noailles had served our cause in 
the struggle with England. Revolutionary disorders 
in France, and the loss of his boat on the coast of 
Brazil foiled his search for La Perouse, lost French 
geographer. At Azilum, Aristide, penniless but 
proud, superintended building and kept accounts; 
later taking up a claim in the wild back country, 
not far from present-day Eaglesmere. Here he 
set out to clear a forest estate for his orphan 
sisters singlehanded; living simply in a tiny bark 
cabin, in emulation of his boyhood hero, Robinson 
Crusoe. The mountain village that sprang up on 
this spot carries in his honor the name Dushore 
(Du-Thouar). His bones lie with the wreck of his 
ship, the old Thunderer, at Aboukir, in the mouths 
of the Nile, where Nelson encountered Napoleon’s 
fleet in 1798. (See Azilum: French Refugee Colony 
of 1793, just issued by the writer—56 pages with 
poster—for a fuller- story.)

Now again in the late summer of 1940, mindful 
of the old debt incurred in 1778-83, our country 
offers sanctuary to Frenchmen of liberal outlook. 
Again, perhaps, for a brief season only. For in 
the words of one of her loyal sons: France survives— 
and will assert herself again. Her soul is not in her 
present prison.
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