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This collection of fourteen essays on France and the independence of the United States is the result of a 

conference held in Paris in October 2006, jointly sponsored by the Société des Cincinnati de France and 

the Comité français de la route Washington-Rochambeau (W3R) to commemorate the 225th anniversary 

of the victories of the Chesapeake Bay and Yorktown. As expected from the occasion, naval and military 

historians in the field (such as Don Higginbotham, Christian Buchet, Wayne Bodle, John Hattendorf, and 

Edward Lengle) dominated the sessions. Their conclusions tend to confirm the research of earlier 

historians that a combination of French naval and military expertise and luck resulted in the victories. 

Lucien Bély, Stephen Conway, Philippe Bonnichon, Manuel Bustos Rodriguez, and Jean-Pierre Poussou 

provide additional thoughtful essays on diplomacy and economics. Olivier Chaline (the English Channel 

and the North Sea) and Philippe Haudrère (the Indian Ocean) contribute the most innovative papers on 

related global activity during the war. Haudrère provides an excellent example of what can be gained from 

thorough archival research; Chaline demonstrates effectively that creative research can benefit from 

effective mining of secondary sources. An extremely thoughtful and provocative summary essay by 

General Gilbert Forray concludes the collection.

The title of this volume is much more ambitious than some of the contributions. Some coverage misses 

critical issues that lead toward a more comprehensive understanding of the role of France and the 

Americans in their overall conduct of the War of American Independence. Bély is correct in stating that the 

American struggle was at the heart of global action, but not necessarily simply as a military event. Of 

course France had committed much of its financial resources not simply to war-making but as part of its 

larger long term struggle against the British. To a great extent a significant amount of the money never left 

Europe. It was employed to cultivate and finance political supporters in the United Provinces, the German 

states, and even the Swiss confederation that resulted in the diplomatic successes of 1783. This global 

agenda was draining much of the French foreign ministry’s budget, and as Robert Harris has shown, 

much of the French financial crisis that led to revolution resulted from refinancing longstanding French 

debts in the Netherlands. The conclusion that French support uniquely of the Americans bankrupted 

France remains unconvincing. Yet it is repeated here despite the appearance of Robert Harris’s important 

article in the book’s bibliography that demonstrates the contrary. Mitchell Serota effectively studied the 

proliferation of this charge among French politicians during the 1920’s (at the time of the World War One 

Debts controversy in France) in his University of Chicago dissertation.
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Another major aspect of the conflict underrepresented in these essays was the struggle for commercial 

dominance and its theoretical basis in mercantilism. It is important to remember that the French naval 

ministry was not simply an instrument of naval war-making but was also in charge of a corps of effective 

consular agents in America. The connections between the foreign ministry, the navy, oceanic trade, and 

issues of balance of power and balance of trade were important to the ministerial minds of the Ancien 

Régime as recent research by Paul Cheney and Allan Potofsky (neither cited in the bibliography) clearly 

indicate. 

The traditional emphasis by historians (repeated here by Don Higginbotham) on the Continental Congress 

as the focus of American foreign policy ignores the fact that the United States was not a unitary republic 

but a confederation. A number of American states had commercial and military agents in France and in 

other nations. These independent states also commissioned privateers and attempted to establish their 

own navies. Of course this complex internal struggle within the insurgency continued to raise a good deal 

of rancor over such issues as to whether to provide state militias for Continental military campaigns and 

battles, but it also complicated the alliance. 

Jean-Pierre Poussou’s essay repeats the conventional assertion that the English lost the war but won the 

peace by his assertion that France was unable to open American markets (p. 210). Yet it was not the 

simple matter of different languages that General Forray suggests (p. 224). Many American merchants 

had benefitted from the Continental tour and apprenticeships in Europe and possessed the multilingual 

skills necessary for a transatlantic career. The French government also fulfilled its responsibilities. It 

established a corps of knowledgeable consuls and diplomats, maintained a dependable packet boat 

service between the two countries, and set up free ports in France to attract American merchants. The 

consuls (men of excellence such as Barbé-Marbois, Crèvecoeur, and Otto) actively pleaded with French 

merchants to provide the Americans with credit instruments competitive with those of the British and urged 

French merchants to package their goods in the British style – to no avail. Poussou also repeats the 

contention that the Commercial Treaty of 1786 was another success for the British (p. 215). The prime 

responsibility for French failure goes not to French royal government or the French foreign ministry 

(certainly not to the supposed incompetence of Louis XVI) but to self-interested local chambers of 

commerce and business communities that were determined to maintain their privileges and protectionist 

status and remained firmly resistant to change as the research of Marie Donaghay indicates. Jean Tarrade 

earlier revealed similar metropolitan intransigence within the French colonial system in his masterful study 

on the colonial exclusif. It was not French governmental policy that failed of its own; it was the opposition 

of vested private French commercial interests.

Finally the published volume suffers from a number of distracting typographical errors and poor 

proofreading. For example, Lee Kennett, the pre-eminent scholar on Rochambeau’s expedition, is 

identified as Lee Kenneth (p. 103), the Battle of Yorktown is dated as 1778 (p. 175) and 1783 (p. 278), and 

Lafayette is addressed in a misquotation as count rather than as marquis (p. 202) though the correct full 
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text of the original document appears in the Idzerda edition of Lafayette’s papers. 

Despite the limitations of several of the essays, this volume provides us with ample evidence that the topic 

of France and the War of American Independence continues to excite interest and that the history of the 

alliance deserves further serious research on both sides of the Atlantic. The sponsors of this conference 

should be encouraged to organize more of them that delve into such issues as transatlantic commerce, 

diplomacy, politics, and popular culture.
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