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			Prologue

			France, February–April 1777

			The Monarchs

			
			As the Parisian social season drew to a close in February 1777, few courtiers could guess that the queen of France was eager for the gaiety to end. Week after week, Marie-Antoinette had flitted from one grand ball to another, at the Palais-Royal, the Opéra on the rue de Richelieu, or her own stupendous palace at Versailles. When she was not dancing, she could be found at the theater, the racetrack, or high-stakes gambling tables, where her losses from faro, lansquenet, and other ruinous card games now approached half a million livres. The king’s brother privately had begun calling her “Madame Deficit.”

			No matter. There was always another ball to attend somewhere, usually beginning at midnight and lasting until daybreak, with dance floors so crowded that spurs and canes were forbidden. Rarely did her husband, Louis XVI, accompany her, although, as she would write in mid-February to her mother, the empress Maria Theresa of Austria, she went out only “after telling the king and making sure he would not be displeased.” He invariably replied that “I could go there as long as it amused me.”

			The queen particularly adored the masquerades so popular during Carnival, the raucous festival gripping Paris for more than a month before the arrival of Lent, that season of ostensible sacrifice and reflection preceding Easter. Often she wore a silk domino to cover the upper half of her face, arriving in a plain carriage without the royal coat of arms and sitting on a stool rather than the fine chair reserved for royalty. “She fancied she was never recognized,” one nobleman wrote, “but she always was.” Masks and costumes allowed the wellborn and the lowborn to mingle in a way that was otherwise unthinkable, creating a mélange said to include “great ladies, kept girls, one-night stands, professional gamblers, great lords, actresses, and high-flying crooks.”

			Masked or unmasked, the queen was stunning. Ash-blond tresses framed her oval face and luminous blue eyes, and her alabaster skin was “so translucent that it allowed no shadows,” an admirer wrote. Despite the wide hoops and long train of her gowns, she had perfected the “Versailles glide,” an ability to cross a room so that it seemed her feet never touched the ground, wearing gloves scented with jasmine provided by her personal perfumer. A smitten observer invoked Virgil’s vrea incessu patuit Dea: “in her movement the true goddess was revealed.” When one varlet suggested that she seemed to lack rhythm on the dance floor, a chivalrous defender snapped, “Then the music must be wrong.”

			Some thought she had lost weight during the winter, a disappointment to those who had already waited seven years for her to produce a royal heir. Others grumbled that she paid too much attention to visiting English noblemen—known for their graceful dancing—despite portents of a drift toward war between France and Britain, a hereditary enmity newly rekindled by clandestine French help for American rebels. In truth, she was simply a coquette given to banter with handsome gallants, and caught up in the recent French enthusiasm for all things English, from horse racing and tea drinking to Shakespeare. Politics bored her and, she told one confidant, “I am terrified of being bored.”

			“My fate,” Marie-Antoinette would later write, “is to bring misfortune.” She was the fifteenth of Maria Theresa’s sixteen children and, as a fourteen-year-old archduchess, had been bundled off from Vienna to Paris in 1770 to cement a Franco-Austrian alliance, following three centuries of hostility. Two days after she met the fifteen-year-old dauphin, they married in an extravaganza that included a matrimonial supper of two hundred dishes, the most spectacular fireworks ever seen at Versailles, and the illumination of the vast gardens with a clever network of wicks that permitted sixteen thousand lanterns to be lighted in three minutes. Another fireworks demonstration in central Paris went badly wrong when a premature explosion triggered a stampede that killed 132 people. “Their wedding,” one historian would write, “was a state occasion that remained stigmatized by tragedy.” Four years later, with the death of Louis XV from smallpox, her husband became king and she a queen at age nineteen. For the rest of their lives, he called her simply “Madame.”

			Despite a lingering Viennese accent, she had become so French that she needed German lessons to remain proficient in her mother tongue. Life at Versailles was elegant and stupefyingly excessive. Couturiers routinely descended, providing her with three yards of new ribbon each morning to tie the royal peignoir, and four new pairs of shoes a week. Three times a year, thirty-six new costumes were ordered for her wardrobe—velvets and furs in winter, satins and silks in spring, and gauzes in summer, with countless lace mantelets, embroidered swags, and riding habits. Her jewelry chest, big as a sepulchre and lined with crimson velvet, held trays of diamonds and other priceless gems by the fistful, plus a collar of pearls, the smallest the size of a filbert nut. Monsieur Léonard, the queen’s hairdresser, drove his six-in-hand the twelve miles from Paris to Versailles almost every morning. He grew more inventive with each passing season, amassing horsehair, gauze, and surplus human locks to create coiffures so tall it was said that the door lintels of the palace would have to be raised. This year the French court’s enthusiasm for the American rebellion could be seen in the coiffure de la liberté, with dozens of curls powdered as if rimed stiff with frost.

			When Carnival at last drew to a close on Shrove Tuesday, February 11, the queen hosted a final dance in the Hall of Mirrors, the most renowned room in Europe: 240 feet long, with seventeen arched windows reflected in seventeen enormous mirrors, and a vaulted ceiling forty feet above the parquet floor. Murals depicted French battlefield triumphs against the Dutch in the seventeenth century, although the solid silver chairs and tables that had once furnished the hall had been melted down to pay for other military adventures. After supper she headed for the Opéra ball, her carriage lured by the glow of Parisian lights to the northeast. By tradition, street crowds burned an effigy to end the season, and Paris wobbled back into sobriety. “Thus ended the Carnival,” wrote Count Florimond de Mercy-Argenteau, the Austrian ambassador to France. “The queen confessed to me that after all she had been very little amused.”

			She returned to the palace early Wednesday morning and ascended the Queen’s Staircase, her Versailles glide reduced to a trudge. Allegorical virtues decorated the ceiling of her bedchamber—Charity, Abundance, Fidelity, Prudence—all suitable for Lent. New candles, made of costly beeswax rather than tallow to avoid smoke stains, flickered in their sconces; her ladies-in-waiting replaced them whenever she left the room, then sold the used stubs in the market. Nineteen babies had been born to monarchs in the apartments she now occupied, none of them hers. She changed for Mass and walked to the palace chapel, then returned to sleep in the canopy bed. The first signs of spring would appear in a few weeks, and the queen could resume her daily walks among the chestnuts and pruned hornbeams on the palace grounds. To provide privacy, a new Queen’s Grove had just been installed, with four long paths planted with Virginia tulip trees, chokeberries, and other exotic flora brought back from North America. An aqueduct, pumps, and fourteen waterwheels lifted water vertically five hundred feet from the Seine bottomlands to irrigate the beds and fill the fountains.

			All the while commissions would continue to fly from the palace for furniture and objets d’art fit for a queen: oriental porcelain, wallpapers, armchairs upholstered in white brocade, console tables embellished with bronze mounts and tortoiseshell inlay, marquetry commodes in mahogany and maple, and more Japanese lacquer boxes to add to her huge collection. Marie-Antoinette would not be bored.

			

			—

			As his vivacious, convivial wife was to Carnival, so the pious, solitary Louis XVI was to Lent. She was capricious; he was prudent. She was extravagant; he was thrifty. She was lovely; he was not, with his beaky nose, watery blue eyes, and big ears poking from beneath his wig. Stout and awkward, he “was heavy and unmajestic” in his movements, a courtier wrote, “his person greatly neglected.” He always seemed to be “embarrassed by his sword, while never knowing what to do with his hat.” Sophisticates sneered at his virtues, at his incapacity for small talk and his juvenile penchant for practical jokes, such as turning on the garden sprinklers to soak unsuspecting strollers. An aunt once urged him to discard his chronic diffidence. “Exclaim, bawl out, make a noise,” she told him. “Dash my china to pieces and make yourself talked about.”

			“My greatest fault,” he conceded, “is a sluggishness of mind.” Yet he had been a precocious student, with a knack for mathematics, physics, geography, and Latin. He was proficient in Italian, Spanish, and English. Despite his mother’s warning that English was “a language full of dangers,” he translated Milton into French, devoured David Hume’s History of England—the beheading of Charles I unnerved him—and understood parliamentary politics better than any of his ministers. His private rooms were jammed with telescopes, barometers, and sextants, as well as locks he made himself under the tutelage of a skilled smith, grinding, filing, and oiling in a palace workshop until his hands were black with grime.

			A fine equestrian and an excellent shot, he was obsessed with hunting. Three years earlier he had begun keeping a journal, and as it grew to eight hundred pages, he diligently recorded bagging 189,251 birds and 1,274 stags while riding 128 horses, most of them cited by name. “Stag hunting. Got one. Have had a fit of indigestion,” one typical entry read, although he also tallied his days spent traveling to other royal châteaus—eighty-three in 1776—and his charitable gifts, including 240 livres to a priest at Notre-Dame. He trimmed his own household expenses by reducing the number of horses in his stables from six thousand to eight hundred and reducing the carriages following the royal hunt from twenty to two. He was known, not entirely sardonically, as “Louis the Desired.”

			He was an accidental monarch, placed on the throne after the death of his grandfather in 1774 only because of the premature deaths of his father and two older brothers. “The power of the throne is absolute,” he had written a few years earlier. “Nothing can check it, but it must be founded on justice and reason.” Yet late in life he would cite only two occasions when being king made him happy. The first was his coronation, in June 1775, when in the cathedral at Reims, wearing an ermine cape and cradling a six-foot scepter, he vowed to “extirpate heretics”; as the crown of Charlemagne, encrusted with rubies, sapphires, and emeralds, was placed on his head, he wept. After being anointed with the holy oil of Clovis, he followed tradition by touching more than two thousand scrofula sufferers and making the sign of the cross over their lesions. It was said that four were cured, miraculously.

			The second happy moment would not come until June 1786, when he made a state visit to celebrate the construction of a new Atlantic harbor at Cherbourg. Here was a royal irony. Since boyhood Louis had been transfixed by ships and all things nautical, studying ocean charts, vessel design, tides, rigging, and naval artillery until he reportedly knew as much as could be known without being a sailor. Now, in the spring of 1777, he was pondering whether to wager his kingdom by rebuilding the French navy to confront Britain, whose fleet was the greatest the world had ever known. Yet that brief trip to Normandy a decade hence would be the first and only time in his life that he ever saw the sea.

			

			—

			Versailles had been the political, administrative, and social capital of the kingdom for nearly a century, ever since the Sun King, Louis XIV, built the palace on the site of a hunting lodge and then required attendance by his nobles, on the presumption that those not at court were plotting sedition. Twelve thousand aristocrats, officials, servants, and idlers now crowded the château and adjacent precincts in a daily jostle for status and privilege. The tang of chimney soot scented the air, and, a visitor wrote, “the passages, the courtyards, the wings, and the corridors were full of urine and fecal matter,” which “made one retch.” Anyone with a proper hat and a sword, which could be rented from the gate porter, was allowed entry, and the antechambers swarmed with curious commoners, including women who could not afford rouge and instead tinted their cheeks with red wine.

			The king and queen were described as “martyrs to decorum.” Among the Versailles rituals was the grand couvert, typically on Sunday, when any visitor deemed to be “cleanly dressed” could watch the royal family dine. More than forty dishes were brought from the kitchen in a procession and arranged symmetrically on a large table as musicians played on tiered steps. Tasters first nibbled at the veal, partridge, and hare before the king and queen lifted their forks, to the delight of the gawking provincials who packed the dining salon.

			Even emptier ceremonies began and ended each day. The lever—the rising—started with the king’s awakening at seven a.m. as his doctors, a priest, and a score of favored courtiers surrounded the bed to remove his white silk nightshirt and sleeping cap. This was followed by a larger ceremony attended by as many as 150 men, with those of the highest rank helping him don his breeches, shirt, dress coat, and that embarrassing sword. The king then sprinkled himself with holy water, murmured a prayer, and marched out to meet the day. After supper, during the coucher—bedtime—the routine was reversed, putting Louis back in his nightclothes and under the blankets.

			Amid the relentless rituals, Louis devoted himself to the demands and duties of the throne. Every vital decision of state came through him, the absolute if often indecisive monarch. In a kingdom of twenty-eight million people, more than double the population of Britain and Ireland combined, a crisis always seemed to be erupting somewhere. Two years earlier, for instance, a poor harvest had caused bread prices to soar, triggering violent riots. The king deployed twenty-five thousand troops, who fired on the hungry mobs. Several rioters were hanged from a Paris gallows.

			Of immediate concern was his nation’s role in the world. France and England had fought each other in four coalition wars over the past century. The first three ended inconclusively, but the fourth—the Seven Years’ War, known in America as the French and Indian War—ended with catastrophe for France in 1763, leaving the country humiliated, deeply in debt, and stripped of Canada, much of India, and an enormous tract between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River. Happily, France kept several islands in the West Indies, notably Martinique, Guadeloupe, and St. Lucia, which together provided roughly 40 percent of French imports. Acre for acre, a Caribbean sugar island was second in profit only to New World gold or silver mines. Hundreds of ships continued to haul not only mountains of sugar and coffee back to French ports, but also thousands of tons of indigo, cotton, and cocoa.

			In the past decade, French prosperity had rebounded smartly. Overseas commerce—including a large share of the African slave trade—was now greater than ever. France had retained almost all of her allies from the last war, while Britain stood alone, also deeply in debt, with the added burden of an empire that stretched from Central America to the Arctic, and eastward to the Bay of Bengal. As Versailles in 1777 informed Spain, the kingdom’s closest confederate, “France possesses colonies that suffice for its population and its economy. More would be a liability.”

			Losing the last war had forced France to adopt reforms and efficiencies at home. Not only was the army again among Europe’s largest, with 170,000 infantry and 46,000 cavalry troops in 235 regiments, but military improvements ranged from a better musket to renovations in artillery, supply, recruiting, and naval affairs. When the government’s finance chief advised against another war, warning that “the first gunshot will drive the state to bankruptcy,” Louis sacked him, hiring in his place a Protestant banker from Geneva whose mission was to borrow enough money to rebuild the French navy and keep Versailles solvent without raising taxes.

			Habitually cautious, Louis would move with small steps—his version of the Versailles glide. A year earlier he had reluctantly agreed to clandestine military support for American insurgents, despite doubts about a king encouraging republican rebels against another king. French commoners and young aristocrats alike vibrated with enthusiasm for the American cause, but Louis believed that a secret subsidy to the rebels was morally dubious, even if the initial amount—a million livres—was less than Marie-Antoinette spent on entertainment in a year.

			Yet he knew that England remained his inveterate foe, regardless of Milton’s sublime poetry and Hume’s entrancing histories. It was necessary, he told Spain, to “humiliate this power which is the natural enemy and rival of our house.” Otherwise British imperial strength would soon stifle France’s economic resurgence and prevent Versailles from regaining its rightful place at the apex of European powers.

			Since the end of the last war, French agents abroad had closely tracked British political and military developments, trying to detect weaknesses not only in the home islands but as far afield as the Baltic, Africa, and America. The king’s ministers collected secret dispatches about Britain’s troop movements, command changes, coastal defenses, and parliamentary debates. French naval engineers, covertly dispatched to southern England, studied ports, shipbuilding, and maritime trade. A clerk in London’s colonial office provided inside information for 500 guineas a year. Another spy received £17 a month to “live, travel, and bribe.” Agents pilfered British industrial secrets in wool, cloth, and steelmaking, while covertly studying paper mills, Newcastle coal mines, the use of salt in glazing and tanning, and Royal Navy experiments in bolting copper sheaths to warship hulls for improved efficiency.

			And all the while, the king told his ministers, France intended “to meddle adroitly in the affairs of the British colonies [and] to give insurgent colonists the means of obtaining supplies of war, while maintaining the strictest neutrality.”

			

			—

			When trumpets announced Louis’s return to Versailles from the hunt, a heavyset, graying functionary often watched the mud-spattered cavalcade from his office window overlooking the palace courtyard. Charles Gravier, the Comte de Vergennes, served not only as French foreign minister, but as the king’s chief strategist and closest adviser. Having allowed himself this brief distraction, he would return to his rosewood desk, with its gold-leaf inlay, where he usually could be found from eight a.m. until ten p.m., plotting Britain’s decline and France’s ascent. Sometimes he slipped up an inner staircase to the king’s apartments for an evening chat or to deliver yet another tedious memorandum stressing two themes: that Britain was a “restless and greedy nation” and that another war appeared inevitable if France was to regain her former glory.

			A deft, loyal monarchist, both prudent and audacious, Vergennes had served his nation since his first diplomatic posting, in Lisbon in 1739. Assignments had followed in Trier and Stockholm, where he had helped organize a coup that restored the Swedish monarchy. A stint in Constantinople damaged his career when he fell for Anne Viviers, a widowed commoner—“a woman of the people,” one courtier sneered—who bore him two sons before they married in 1767. “It is a rare occurrence in this century for a wife and husband to love each other,” Vergennes wrote, “and, what is more, to dare profess it.” As a new king, Louis had elevated him to the ministry because of his broad experience, circumspection, and temperance. Avoiding what Vergennes called “the dissipations and frivolous amusements” of court life, he installed Anne and their boys in “La Solitude,” a charming house away from the palace on the Avenue de Paris, where she would be insulated from aristocratic snubs.

			France did not wish to crush Britain, Vergennes told the king. Such aggression would alarm other European powers, including the Prussians, the Dutch, and the Russians. Rather, the task at hand was to weaken London enough to restore French prestige as first among equals on the Continent, with “the right to influence all great affairs.” The American rebellion, now entering its third year, provided a perfect vehicle for sapping British strength, giving France time to brace for war and to enlist Spain’s military assistance under the Family Compact, which bound the Bourbon dynastic regimes in Versailles and Madrid and required them to provide mutual support.

			Timing was critical, of course. In recent months the Americans had pressed for a formal commercial and military treaty with France, even offering assistance in capturing British sugar islands in the West Indies. Yet French war preparations remained incomplete, and the American rout from New York the previous summer had revealed troubling battlefield shortcomings. On the other hand, delay could lead to reconciliation between Britain and the rebellious colonies, perhaps resulting in their combined assault on Bourbon possessions in the New World.

			After pondering these complexities, Vergennes prepared still another mémoire. Secret aid to the Yankees—cannons, muskets, gunpowder—helped the rebels, but greater assistance was needed to resolve the deadlocked struggle, liberate the American colonies, and thus ensure Britain’s enfeeblement. Otherwise France’s sugar wealth and Spain’s mother lodes in Peru and Mexico would be in peril. “The time has come to decide,” he wrote. “We must either abandon America to its own devices, or courageously and effectively come to its side.”

			

			—

			Courage would be useless without a navy capable of confronting perfidious Britain, and this hard truth now preoccupied the king and his men. Not since the seventeenth century had France enjoyed naval superiority over the Royal Navy, and in the last war Britain had all but destroyed the French fleet. By late 1758 nearly twenty thousand French seamen were languishing in English jails. Versailles was so strapped for cash that some ships were built of inferior fir rather than oak, and dockyards were forced to stop buying food for the cats needed to keep the rats away.

			With Louis’s wary support, the naval budget had nearly tripled since he took the throne; in 1778 it would exceed 100 million livres, equivalent to more than £4 million sterling. He instructed his ministers “to develop actively, but noiselessly, the navy,” as if “to get everything ready for an invasion of England.” Three major shipyards had been remodeled, with contracts placed from Scandinavia to Albania for hemp, masts, sailcloth, pitch, and oak. Led by the chemist Antoine Lavoisier, whose scientific achievements included the study of oxygen and combustion, the French gunpowder industry had been transformed to produce a thousand tons annually. Cannon production was overhauled this spring at a cost of two million livres, with a British expert hired to direct operations and to overcome iron ore shortages by melting down old French, Spanish, and Dutch guns. Ten thousand naval gunners were in training.

			Improvements took root in shipboard discipline, signaling, and ship design, considered by some seafarers to be superior to English design. France now had a rational system for registering mariners and drafting them into the navy as needed, rather than resorting to Britain’s impressment method, a form of legal kidnapping. French naval officers, mostly sons from the minor nobility who could prove their aristocratic blood with a certified family genealogy, received extensive instruction in navigation, hydrography, astronomy, naval architecture, and gunnery before ever joining the fleet.

			Each month dockyards in Toulon, Brest, and other ports turned out at least one ship of the line, the largest and most vital vessels for blue-water combat, plus shoals of frigates, brigs, schooners, and cutters. Donations from patriotic French towns and citizens helped underwrite construction and repairs. “The king,” Vergennes wrote on April 12, “now has forty-two ships of the line in readiness,” with more on the stocks. Madrid this spring reported that by late 1778 fifty-nine Spanish ships of the line should be afloat, which, when combined with the French fleet, would exceed the Royal Navy in combat heft. All the Bourbon navies lacked, as one naval historian observed, was “a tradition of victory.”

			None of this went unseen by ubiquitous British spies, who knew about the ships, the guns, and those stockpiles of oak, pitch, and powder. They knew, as well, of French munitions shipments to America and even a cheeky American proposal to swap British sugar islands for eight French men-of-war to bolster the weak rebel navy. No less galling was the cordial reception given by French ports to American marauders, both Continental Navy cruisers and Yankee privateers—government-authorized pirates who in recent months had captured or destroyed scores of British merchantmen, driving up shipping and insurance rates.

			The task of protesting these insults from the French fell to David Murray, the seventh Viscount Stormont and Britain’s ambassador to Versailles, whose long diplomatic career included stints in Dresden, Warsaw, and Vienna. Handsome and pompous, with a nose for sniffing out intrigues and a flair for theatrical tantrums, Lord Stormont appeared in Vergennes’s office at all hours to pound on the rosewood desk and complain in flawless French that “your conduct is neither peace nor war.” Some speculated that he had been unhinged by the premature death of his wife; it was said that he had carried her embalmed heart across France in his luggage.

			When Stormont complained that a 1713 treaty prohibited French ports from sheltering Britain’s enemies, Vergennes issued sonorous, toothless decrees and closed a harbor or two, requiring American vessels to seek refuge in others surreptitiously. French mariners meanwhile purchased captured British brigs and schooners from rebel privateers along the Atlantic coast, disguising them with paint, French names, and clever carpentry that included new figureheads. When Stormont confronted the minister with precise details about French ships carrying war matériel to Boston or Charleston or Philadelphia, Vergennes replied, “There is an unaccountable enthusiasm in favor of the Americans.” When Stormont protested that platoons of French military officers had crossed the Atlantic to join the insurrection, Vergennes answered, “Yes, the French nation has a turn for adventure.” And when Stormont railed against the senior American diplomat in Paris, the conniving Dr. Franklin, declaring, “He will lie, he will promise, and he will flatter with all the insincerity and subtlety that are natural to him,” Vergennes merely shrugged.

			Stormont “has a talent for giving much importance to very small matters,” the foreign minister privately observed. But when the British announced that the Royal Navy would extend patrols into the Bay of Biscay to intercept American commerce, Versailles ordered a French ship of the line and three frigates on station to safeguard free trade. For now peace obtained, held in place by duplicity and calculated self-interest. Louis XVI, anxious but resolved, waited for the moment to ripen.

			“If we are forced to make war on England,” the king wrote, “it must be solely with the aim of trying to ruin her commerce and undermining her strength by supporting the revolt and the separation of her colonies.” French aid to the American cause, if artfully managed, would draw Britain “deeper and deeper into that war. And the more they fight, the greater their mutual destruction.”

			The Diplomat

			
			The lying, flattering, insincere, subtle Benjamin Franklin could often be found on spring afternoons atop a white barge shaded with canvas and anchored in the Seine opposite the Tuileries Garden, in central Paris. Here he soaked in heated mineral water to treat the psoriasis, gout, and boils that vexed him. Despite such afflictions, he had recently described himself to a friend as “strong and hearty…very plainly dressed, wearing my thin, grey, straight hair that peeps out under my only coiffure, a fine fur cap, which comes down to my forehead almost to my spectacles. Think how this must appear among the powdered heads of Paris.”

			The “fat old fellow”—also his description—still had the burly shoulders and strong back of a printer who had once manhandled eighty-pound forms of lead type for a living. After taking the waters, a half smile on his pursed lips and a knowing glint in his hazel eyes, he might ramble down the rue Saint-Honoré with his crab-tree walking stick to the Café de la Régence or into the Académie Royale des Sciences, to which he had been elected in 1772 as the celebrated author of Experiments and Observations on Electricity. “Such a person was made to excite the curiosity of Paris,” an acquaintance wrote. “The people clustered around as he passed and asked, ‘Who is this old peasant who has such a noble air?’ ”

			Paris itself was a tonic for a man who had turned seventy-one in January, a month after arriving from Philadelphia on a mission for the Second Continental Congress to make common cause with the Versailles regime. Franklin adored what he called the city’s “prodigious mixture of magnificence and neglect.” The stink of open sewers mingled with the fragrance of lilacs, baking bread, and innumerable cheeses. Bells pealed incessantly from church steeples and the Hôtel de Ville clock tower, as men and women alike carried parasols along the Pont Neuf on sunny days to preserve their fashionable pallors. Minstrels strolled the boulevards, singing, for a coin or two, of courtship, seduction, or even the struggle for freedom in faraway America.

			Each morning hundreds of wagons rumbled toward Les Halles and other markets with butchered meat, fish, and produce fertilized with manures, animal and human, that had been swept up from Parisian streets and carted to outlying farms. Barges towed by a dozen or more horses worked up the river with cargoes of Norman grain, timber, and fruit. Twenty thousand carriers lugged pails of mineral water door to door for those wary of drinking from the Seine. Each evening lanternmen for hire roamed the streets crying “Here’s your light” and offering protection against footpads and other ne’er-do-wells. Streetwalkers strutted with breasts bared or stood on iron chairs in the Tuileries to lift their skirts for prospective customers. Medieval Paris lay very near the surface of the modern city—in the popular belief in witches and enchantments, for example, or in the beggars seen this spring collecting the charred bones of a convicted murderer who had been broken on the rack and then publicly burned alive. Even his teeth were believed to bring good luck, like the knuckles of martyred saints brought back to France by the cartful during the Crusades.

			Franklin was a frequent visitor to the Bibliothèque Nationale, which had an immense collection of books, maps, and postage stamps. As an enlightened man of letters, he could hardly endorse the French government’s repression of public speech: only funeral and wedding announcements could be printed without permission. Every manuscript proposed for publication was reviewed by censors, who decided whether to allow even a handbook for governesses or a text on Mexican cures for venereal disease. The city’s first daily newspaper had appeared just a few months earlier, but it carried little more than lurid accounts of accidents and purported medical miracles. Still, French publishers had discovered a lucrative market for books about America, many of them wildly inaccurate. Franklin’s own Poor Richard’s Almanack, first published in 1732 under the pseudonym Richard Saunders, had been translated as The Science of Good Richard, or the Easy Way to Pay Taxes. At four sous a copy, it was selling well.

			Paris fully reciprocated Franklin’s affection. The American war against Britain had inflamed French imaginations as a primordial struggle for liberty, equality, and fraternity. Franklin was both emblematic of rebel audacity and “the model of human virtues—antique simplicity, good faith, and sincerity,” a French writer observed. The son of a chandler, grandson of a blacksmith, he had risen in the commercial world on merit and pluck before devoting himself to science, civic advancement, and practical invention, including those bifocals on his nose. “People repeated in all societies what they had heard him say,” wrote the Marquis de Condorcet, a prominent mathematician and philosopher. “Every house where he consented to go gained him new admirers who became so many partisans of the American Revolution.” As his Virginia colleague Thomas Jefferson would later write, Franklin was “America itself when in France.”

			Demands for his image had only intensified this spring, in oil or pastel, miniature or life-size, sculpted, painted, or etched on vases, matchboxes, or Sèvres teacups. Some 150 engravings of him would be published, often depicting a savvy, purposeful tamer of lightning; he complained of a stiff neck from posing so often. “The clay medallion of me,” he wrote his daughter, Sarah, in Philadelphia, “was the first of the kind made in France. A variety of others have been made since of different sizes…some so small as to be worn in rings, and the numbers sold are incredible.” Poets competed to laud him in verse, including one line censored as blasphemous: “Can he who has disarmed the gods fear the power of kings?”

			He kept a hornbook in his pocket to record hundreds of invitations and obligations—dinners, concerts, lectures, soirees. Exquisite women, an ecclesiastical friend wrote, “flocked to see him, to speak to him for hours on end without realizing that he did not understand much of what they said because of his scant knowledge of our language.” His spoken French was indeed patchy and ungrammatical if fearless. “If you Frenchmen would only talk no more than four at a time,” he declared, “I might understand you.” Regardless, he knew the value of keeping his own counsel and could sit for hours as “silent as midnight.” Even his occasional faux pas—he preferred to bite the heads from asparagus stalks rather than use a fork—added to his charm. Franklin had also become adept at the French custom of kissing women on the neck to avoid smudging their rouged cheeks.

			In late February he had moved from a Paris inn to the Hôtel de Valentinois, a castellated hilltop château in Passy, a village on the city’s western fringe. The owner, an enthusiast for the American cause whose great wealth derived from fisheries, ceramics, mining, and weaving uniforms for the French army, installed Franklin in a spacious pavilion two hundred yards from the main house. A walled garden featured linden trees, chestnuts, and an orangerie. He who had disarmed the gods promptly installed a lightning rod on the roof, and recommended the same for Strasbourg Cathedral and the Paris powder magazine.

			Frugality, Franklin admitted, was “a virtue I never could acquire myself.” His domestic staff now included a cook, a maître d’—who laid in chamber pots, a coffee roaster, and a feather duster for Franklin’s desk—and a liveried coachman with a carriage, hired for five thousand livres a year. On his rare evenings at home, he enjoyed a joint of beef or mutton, followed by rabbit or wild duck with fruit; his wine cellar soon grew to more than a thousand bottles, notably red and white Bordeaux, Madeira, and five brands of champagne. “I think the French cookery agrees with me better than the English,” he wrote his sister Jane. “Upon the whole I live as comfortably as a man can well do, so far from his home and his family.”

			In fact his household included a pair of family companions who had sailed with him from Philadelphia: his grandsons Temple, who served as his secretary, and Benjamin, who was often at school in Geneva. Much as Franklin cherished their company, the boys reminded him of two recent bereavements that had darkened his life. Deborah, his common-law wife of forty-four years, had died in December 1774, “and I every day become more sensible of the greatness of that loss, which cannot now be repaired,” Franklin had written in March. No less searing was the bitter estrangement from his son William, the father of Temple, who, as the royal governor of New Jersey, had remained defiantly loyal to the British Crown and was now locked up in a rebel jail in Connecticut.

			Life went on. From Passy he consulted with fellow scientists at the nearby royal physics laboratory, where a large telescope had been built to search for planets beyond Saturn. At the Académie Royale his interests ranged from potato cultivation and the aurora borealis to the weight of air and how to design a better bread oven. It was rumored that he had concocted a potion to “smooth the waves of the sea in one part of the globe and raise tempests and whirlwinds in another.” He dined, he wined, he kissed necks and soaked in his tubs.

			Occasionally he clambered into his coach for the nine-mile jaunt up the road to Versailles for diplomatic receptions or to privately press the American case. The French police watched him almost as closely as British agents did, perhaps near enough to see him perched naked in an open window at the Hôtel de Valentinois, for his famous “air bath,” or as he pulled up to a table for another game of chess, his favorite pastime.

			

			—

			“There hardly ever existed such a thing as a bad peace or a good war,” Franklin would assert in an oft-quoted aphorism. Yet having committed himself to this particular war, he remained bellicose and relentless. The avuncular public man who swanned through Parisian salons masked a zealous revolutionary.

			As the representative in London for several American colonies from 1766 to 1775, he had honed his diplomatic skills, preferring patience and perseverance to confrontation and importunity. The first shots at Lexington and Concord in April 1775 had radicalized him. Each subsequent episode in the struggle stiffened his defiance against what he saw as British oppression: the siege of Boston; the burning of Charlestown, Falmouth, and Norfolk; the disastrous American invasion of Canada and the failed enemy incursions in the Carolinas; the loss of Long Island and New York City; and the British lunge across New Jersey before General George Washington’s brilliant, desperate counterstrokes at Trenton and Princeton. The past two years of bloodshed, pillage, and terror had put a hard edge on the old man. The war was now a grudge match.

			In Paris he served as his country’s preeminent gunrunner. With help from the two other American commissioners serving in France, the Connecticut merchant Silas Deane and the Virginian Arthur Lee, he made covert purchases of war stuff, organized an intricate transatlantic smuggling network, arranged secret military and financial aid from European powers, waged a nimble propaganda campaign, and orchestrated the naval attacks against British shipping.

			In April the first ships carrying munitions secretly transferred from French government arsenals had arrived in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and Martinique, a Caribbean way station en route to the American coast. The bounty included fifty-six tons of gunpowder, fifty-two brass cannons on wheeled carriages, a quarter million gun flints, twelve tons of musket balls, tents, spades, surgical instruments, thousands of muskets and bayonets, and a case of sherry.

			Many more vessels were on the high seas or loading out in Bordeaux, Le Havre, or other ports with gunlocks, shoes, five hundred pairs of pistols trimmed in copper, and ten thousand uniforms—half the coats blue and half brown—plus breeches made of double-milled white cloth. Forty workmen in a Nantes warehouse had been hired to dismantle, clean, and reassemble tens of thousands of surplus French firelocks at two livres per gun. The Hardi sailed from Marseille disguised as a funeral vessel, trimmed in black with tears painted on her sails, supposedly carrying a dead Polish nobleman to the Baltic; beyond Gibraltar she swung west toward Charleston, her hold packed with munitions.

			Amsterdam had become Europe’s busiest market for military stores, and thousands of muskets made in Liège, some stamped with Pro Libertate, had been shipped through the North Sea to America via ports in the French and Dutch West Indies. Dutch gunpowder mills now produced seventy-five tons a month, a fair portion of it packed in tea chests and rice barrels for America in exchange for tobacco, indigo, and naval stores. Huge profits lured even some British commercial ships into the trade, causing London’s ambassador to The Hague to warn, “We run the risk of seeing half the merchant marine of Great Britain employed to make war on the other half.” The Spanish government publicly rebuffed Arthur Lee when he sought to visit Madrid, but discreetly ordered eleven thousand pairs of shoes, eighteen thousand blankets, and thirty thousand uniforms sent to the Continental Army. The Royal Arms Factory also delivered a thousand muskets and a hundred tons of saltpeter—the critical ingredient in gunpowder—to Bilbao for shipment to New England. Other supplies, including surplus powder from Mexico and quinine from Peru to treat malaria, were routed to the Americans through Havana and New Orleans. Spanish bankers in Holland provided rebel purchasing agents with a line of credit.

			Versailles had rejected the American request for eight large warships. Each would have cost nearly a million livres and diverted French shipyards feverishly rebuilding the king’s navy. Foreign Minister Vergennes also ignored a subsequent congressional proposal, tendered in March, for a full-throated military alliance in exchange for Grenada and other British sugar islands, as well as Newfoundland fishery rights.

			Franklin shrugged off the rejections and instead organized his own cockleshell navy to carry the war into European waters. His appetite for seizing British merchantmen had been whetted aboard the black-hulled, eighteen-gun Reprisal during his voyage from Philadelphia when Captain Lambert Wickes took two brigs off the French coast. After putting Franklin ashore, Wickes and his Continental Navy crew set off on a longer predatory cruise around Ireland; they returned to Lorient with almost eighty prisoners and five prizes, including Polly & Nancy, carrying dried cod from Liverpool to Cadiz, and Betty, bound for Londonderry with barrel hoops and claret.

			Franklin dispatched Wickes again in April, this time joined by the brig Lexington and the sloop Dolphin, all three vessels flying Union Jacks as a deception. In a month the squadron captured eighteen British merchantmen in the Irish Sea, and Franklin delighted in reciting the spoils: flour from Ireland, brandy from Bristol, fish from Poole, more prisoners. At the end of the voyage, Reprisal avoided capture by the ship of the line Burford only by tossing her eighteen guns overboard and stealing away at night through shoal water to Saint-Malo, in Brittany.

			Such rebel marauding panicked British coastal towns. Marine insurance spiked. The great trade fair at Chester was canceled for fear of seaborne raiders. Four Royal Navy men-of-war patrolled the Irish Sea. Ambassador Stormont again pounded Vergennes’s desk, and a Swedish diplomat reported that Britain and France were in a state of “half war.” To appease London and forestall a complete rupture, Wickes would be sent back across the Atlantic at French insistence, but that voyage ended badly: caught in a storm off Newfoundland, Reprisal foundered in mountainous seas and went down with all hands except for the cook, who was rescued while clinging to a scrap of gangway ladder.

			A gallant captain and 129 shipmates had been lost, but others took up the fight. American privateers, calling themselves “brethren of the coast,” were spotted this spring in Solway Firth and the Firth of Clyde, near Dublin and Penzance, and among the Channel Islands. “The sea is overspread with privateers,” the British Admiralty conceded. Rarely did a day pass without a merchantman’s capture or destruction. Three brigantines dispatched by the Massachusetts Board of War—Freedom, Tyrannicide, and Massachusetts—took more than twenty prizes among them by early summer. Other cruisers plagued British merchant shipping in the West Indies, driving several firms out of business.

			Franklin also found a worthy successor to Wickes in Gustavus Conyngham, an Irish-born Philadelphian whom he had commissioned in March as a captain in the Continental Navy. Posing as a smuggler in a ten-gun lugger named Surprize, Conyngham captured the packet Prince of Orange on May 3, then the brig Joseph. Shifting to the swift cutter Revenge, he sailed out of Dunkirk on a rampage from the Baltic to the Mediterranean. In less than eighteen months Conyngham would be credited with sixty enemy prizes, captured, burned, or ransomed. Posters in England depicted him as a piratical cutthroat with a brace of pistols in his belt. More than two dozen Royal Navy warships chased after him, futilely. A British officer in Cadiz reported that the American came “swaggering in with his thirteen stripes, saluted the Spanish admiral, had it returned,” and took on fresh provisions before again making for the open sea.

			

			—

			Supplicants by the hundreds beat a path to Franklin’s door in Passy seeking contracts, cash, introductions, advice, and preferment. A visitor one morning counted thirteen carriages in the drive, “the owners of which were making proposals of every kind.” The front hallway grew crowded with samples of uniform cloth. “Gunpowder is made nearby. I should be glad to assist American ships if you will send them here,” a man from La Rochelle wrote, adding, “Our brandy is almost as good as that of Cognac.” Quacks and cranks offered secret inks, healing powders, a cannon that could fire twelve times in a minute, a sort of Trojan horse, and an automatic chess-playing machine. Franklin was not displeased when British newspapers reported that he was collaborating with French artisans in Calais to position “a great number of reflecting mirrors…to burn and destroy the whole navy of Great Britain in our harbors.”

			More than four hundred volunteers sought military commissions to join les insurgents, including Russians, Italians, Walloons, Poles, three Peruvians, a former French galley slave, a Capuchin monk seeking a chaplaincy, and a fellow from Lille who proposed to serve as “a musician, an accountant, or a bad poet.” Franklin complained of being “fatigued with their applications and offers”; before the year was out he would write that “the noise of every coach now that enters my court terrifies me.” But in one eight-day period he sent four letters to General Washington with thirteen recommended names. Most applicants were soldiers of fortune—“mere Caesars,” in Franklin’s phrase. Yet a few combined military experience, status, and republican ideals, like Charles François Sevelinges, the self-styled Marquis de Brétigney, who crossed the Atlantic with nine comrades at his own expense, carrying arms and uniforms for 130 men. He would fight until the end of the war.

			Telling the truth, Franklin advised a French neighbor, “is my only cunning.” Such balderdash was also part of his cunning. Sometimes diplomacy and prevarication were two sides of the same coin. “We have ordered no prizes into the ports of France,” he told Vergennes—a flagrant untruth. When grim reports reached Versailles about the loss last November of three thousand Americans at Fort Washington in New York, plus the British capture of Newport, Rhode Island, and the slow collapse of Continental currency, Franklin dismissed the dispatches as exaggerated. He instead stressed those American victories at Trenton and Princeton, and the soaring principles in the Declaration of Independence.

			In April, when Franklin wrote Lord Stormont to propose a prisoner exchange, the letter was returned unopened with a note scribbled on the envelope: “The king’s ambassador receives no letters from rebels but when they come to implore His Majesty’s mercy.” Franklin responded by turning the man’s name into a verb, stormonter, a pun on the French mentir, meaning “to lie.” And when a Parisian asked about the ambassador’s claim that six Continental regiments had surrendered, Franklin converted the name back to a noun. “No, monsieur,” he answered. “It is not a truth. It is only a Stormont.” The witticism circulated widely.

			“There is no little enemy,” Poor Richard’s Almanack advised. Britain was a large enemy indeed, and Franklin’s contempt increased week by week. He kept meticulous track of enemy atrocities, including the desecration of American towns and the incitement of Indians and slaves. “Of all the wars in my time,” he wrote his friend and fellow scientist Joseph Priestley, “this on the part of England appears to me the wickedest, having no cause but malice against liberty.” Among his reported dining companions in Paris that spring was Edward Gibbon, the British scholar and parliamentarian whose first volume of The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire had been published to acclaim the previous year. Franklin confided that when the historian prepared to document the decline and fall of the British Empire, he would happily provide source materials.

			Meanwhile he drew strength from his cause—“the greatest revolution the world ever saw” and “a miracle in human affairs.” He could only agree with a recent article, published by the French foreign ministry no less, that the emergence of his new nation in the New World was “one of the major events of modern history.” As always, he counseled patience with the French. “Let them take their own time,” he advised Congress. If diplomacy was often “prancing without advancing,” in the phrase of the French statesman Talleyrand, Franklin was certain that he was moving, if sometimes imperceptibly, in the right direction.

			“We shall be stronger the next campaign than we were in the last,” he told Priestley, “better armed, better disciplined, and with more ammunition…. This war must end in our favor.” He and Silas Deane wrote Congress in April, “All Europe is for us…. We are fighting for the dignity and happiness of human nature…. Every nation in Europe wishes to see Britain humbled, having all in their turn been offended by her insolence.”

			And in his Passy sanctuary, studying the rooks, pawns, and bishops arranged on the board before him, he would write, “Life is a kind of chess in which we have often points to gain and competitors or adversaries to contend with, and in which there is a vast variety of good and ill events that are in some degree the effects of prudence, or the want of it.”

			He played often, he played to win, and he was a poor loser.

			The Adventurer

			
			Three hundred miles southwest of Passy, Bordeaux was booming. Skiffs and coasters glided among the larger barks and brigs along a waterfront so vibrant that sightseers rented chairs to watch the ships unload their cargoes. All arriving merchandise was taxed by weight, and two-wheeled drays hauled kegs, casks, and barrels to scales hung from overhead timbers in the old customs house. Porters in knee breeches and tricorn hats bent double under bundles and bales, and packhorses with panniers lashed across their rumps clopped up from the quays. High railings kept smugglers from evading inspection. Bordeaux was an inland port, linked by the river Garonne to the Bay of Biscay, sixty miles northwest; into the holds of outbound merchantmen, stevedores hoisted sacks of salt stamped with the royal fleur-de-lis and oak wine barrels girdled with chestnut hoops. Much of the town’s wealth derived from slaving—some four hundred slave-trafficking expeditions departed Bordeaux over the years, second only to Nantes among French ports. But these days money could be made carrying contraband, and more than a few vessels anchored in the stream were bound for America.

			On Wednesday, March 19, two strangers arrived in Bordeaux by road, red-eyed and exhausted after their long trip from Paris in a muddy cabriolet. After cleaning up and reporting to the king’s military commandant on the rue Vital Carles, beneath the soaring bell tower of the Basilique Saint-Michel, they strolled down to the docks for the embarkation certificates required of all travelers leaving France. Both attested that they were Roman Catholics rather than absconding Huguenots, and that they were bound for Cap-Haïtien, on the West Indies island of Saint-Domingue, “on business.”

			A clerk recorded the older man’s name as Baron de Caune, a reasonable approximation of Baron Johann de Kalb. The burly, teetotaling, dimple-chinned Bavarian, now fifty-five years old, had awarded himself a barony and the noble prefix “de
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