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To my family, Mirna, Gabriel, and Marcel:
an American family, which, like the American nation,
owes its existence to France and Spain
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Introduction


Not Just the Declaration of Independence,
but Also a Declaration
That We Depend on France (and Spain, Too)



On a warm summer’s day in Philadelphia in 1776, early in the throes of the American Revolution, Thomas Jefferson penned the opening sentences of a document addressed to King Louis XVI of France and King Carlos III of Spain, which the Second Continental Congress hoped would bring much-needed help to the embattled American colonies. Those colonies had been at war with Britain for over a year now, and the military situation was dire. The Continental Army had just suffered disastrous defeats in Canada and on Long Island, and had been driven out of New York City, which General William Howe now occupied. Without the direct intervention of Britain’s adversaries, France and Spain, on America’s side, the colonies could not hope to prevail against the superior British army and navy to win their independence outright.

The Revolution had been brewing for several years now. The overwhelming British victory over France and Spain in the Seven Years’ War in 1763 had been succeeded by increasingly onerous tax duties and export restrictions imposed by London on the American colonies, intended to pay for increased protection, but which the colonists argued were levied without their having any voice in the matter, as would befit British subjects. American protests of these actions grew ever more violent, until war broke out in 1775 with the battles of Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill, and the subsequent siege of Boston. Even then, most Americans still hoped for some kind of reconciliation with the Crown. By the beginning of 1776, however, King George III had rejected the colonists’ peace overtures, declared them to be in a state of rebellion, and hired regiments from the German states of Hesse-Kassel, Hesse-Hanau, and Brunswick to put down the insurgency. The Continental Congress, particularly appalled by the threat of what they saw as Hessian mercenaries, started clamoring for a complete break from British rule and “to declare the colonies in a state of independent sovereignty.” Many of the individual colonial governments began sending their delegates to the Congress instructing them “immediately to cast off the British yoke” and to renounce allegiance to the Crown. The fight that had begun a year earlier to force the mother country to recognize their rights as British subjects had now turned into a war for independence.

The problem was that the new American nation had begun its war against British rule stunningly incapable of fending for itself, like a rebellious adolescent who takes leave of his family without a penny to his name. It had no navy, little in the way of artillery, and a ragtag army and militia that were bereft of even the most basic ingredient of modern warfare: gunpowder. Soon after the Battle of Bunker Hill, Benjamin Franklin noted that “the Army had not five rounds of powder a man. The world wondered that we so seldom fired a cannon; we could not afford it.” America, in short, desperately needed to bring France and Spain directly into the war, the only nations powerful enough to carry the fight straight to the British army as well as to bring the British navy into a wider conflict that would draw it away from American shores and sap its strength.

Both France and Spain had allowed clandestine aid to flow to the Americans since before the fighting started, but this was proving insufficient for the scale of the conflict. Neither Louis XVI nor Carlos III would openly take sides in a British civil war; America had to demonstrate that it was an independent nation fighting against a common British enemy. The document that emerged from under Jefferson’s hand, clearly stating that “these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States,” was in fact an engraved invitation to France and Spain asking them to go to war alongside the Americans. The document that was agreed to by the Second Continental Congress on July 4 became known, of course, as the Declaration of Independence, but it was also in a sense a “Declaration That We Depend on France (and Spain, Too).”

COMMON SENSE

Americans today celebrate the July Fourth holiday under somewhat false pretenses. The standard account regarding the Declaration of Independence goes something like this: The colonists could no longer tolerate the British government passing unjust laws and levying taxes without allowing proper representation. The Second Continental Congress voted to write a document explaining to King George III why they needed to be independent, and to justify to the American colonists and the rest of the world the reasons for revolting against the Crown. The truth behind this document was very different. The Declaration was not meant for King George III. The British monarch had already gotten the message, as he told Parliament in October 1775, that the rebellion “is manifestly carried on for the purpose of establishing an independent empire.” Nor was it primarily intended to rally the American colonies to the cause of independence, as they had already instructed their congressional delegates to vote for separation. Instead, the Declaration was written as a call for help from France and Spain.

The very idea of a formal document to declare national independence was almost unheard of. In the past, nations that broke from their rulers did not bother to state their intentions in writing, for their actions spoke far louder than any words. The most recent example had been the uprising of the Corsican Republic against the Republic of Genoa in 1755. Its leader, Pasquale Paoli, had simply announced that Corsica was a sovereign nation and established an independent government; no formal declaration was ever printed. The American colonists were well acquainted with these events, and even gave Paoli’s name to a town in Pennsylvania that would be the site of a bloody battle with the British. Prior to that, the epic eighty-year battle of the Dutch Republic for independence from Spain had been fought without any written declarations, apart from a single document known as the Act of Abjuration (1581), which was more a casting off of personal allegiances to the Spanish crown than a formal affirmation of a new, independent nation.

Although unprecedented as a formal proclamation of national sovereignty, the American Declaration of Independence was hardly the first declaration that Americans had written in the run-up to the war. Stemming from British legal practice, declarations had a long history of expressing intent or enacting new policy at the national and international levels. Declarations were not simply announcements to the world or documents for the record; each was carefully crafted to influence a particular audience in order to accomplish a specific purpose. In response to the Coercive Acts of 1774, which imposed severe economic and punitive measures on Massachusetts, the First Continental Congress adopted a series of declarations and resolves, as well as addresses to the people of Great Britain and their other colonies, and petitions to the king, which together were intended to change the hated laws either by encouraging the election of a new Parliament more amenable to the colonists’ demands or by bringing about a royal intervention to overturn those laws.

When attempts at changing either the laws or the Parliament failed and hostilities erupted in 1775, the Second Continental Congress laid the blame squarely on Parliament and the king’s ministers, and assigned a three-man committee, which included Thomas Jefferson, to draft the Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms. This declaration was both an explanation of why the colonists felt it necessary to defend their freedoms through force of arms and a final appeal for reconciliation. Although the authors declared that they had written the document out of “respect to the rest of the world,” it was quite clearly aimed at George III in an attempt to reverse Britain’s course; only by his directing his ministers to negotiate with the colonists “on reasonable terms,” the declaration stated, could the “calamities of civil war” be averted. This appeal, and the accompanying Olive Branch Petition asking the king to find a way to “settle peace…in our dominions,” were roundly rejected by George III. By the end of 1775, the American colonies were in an armed political stalemate; reconciliation was no longer an option, but they could not see a path to winning a separation from Britain.

This impasse was broken at the beginning of 1776, not by the vast intellectual talent then holding forth in congressional debates at the Pennsylvania State House, but by an obscure newspaper editor who, nearly bankrupt, had emigrated from London to Philadelphia just a year earlier. In that brief time Thomas Paine had picked up enough coffeehouse chatter and tavern ramblings to arrive at a conclusion that some politicians were mooting privately: that the various declarations and petitions issued to date by the Congress got the situation backward. It was George III, not his ministers or Parliament, who was to blame for the colonies’ current misfortunes; therefore no amount of petitioning the king to change the laws would ever redress the situation; and therefore a complete break with Britain, not a reconciliation, was inevitable to secure a prosperous America. Paine’s clear, clean logic led him to a second, even more radical conclusion: Separation could only be achieved militarily, which would only be possible with the support of France and Spain, and their support would be entirely contingent upon the colonies formally and in writing declaring themselves a sovereign nation, independent from Great Britain.

With the assistance of Benjamin Rush, a physician then active in political circles, Paine published a forty-six-page pamphlet titled Common Sense that expounded on these views and laid out a course of action for the American colonies to achieve independence. Philadelphia bookstalls began selling it on January 10, 1776, the very same day that news of George III’s speech denouncing America’s rebellion as an attempt to “[establish] an independent empire” arrived in Philadelphia. Paine’s timing was impeccable: His call for independence, which might have been unthinkable just weeks earlier, was unintentionally bolstered by the king’s own accusation of the same thing. The pamphlet was widely read, and within months the notion of independence was being openly discussed across the colonies.

Common Sense began by laying out the ideal form of a republic in which citizens have a share in their own governance, and explaining that the British systems of monarchy and aristocracy were the very antithesis of that form of government. By remaining tied to Great Britain three thousand miles away, which evinced little interest or understanding of its problems, America would only suffer further “injuries and disadvantages.” Paine then made the plea that would echo in the halls of the Congress and in the local chambers and colonial assemblies from New Hampshire to Georgia: “Every thing that is right or natural pleads for separation….’TIS TIME TO PART.”

The final pages of Common Sense made clear the direct link between a declaration of independence and the securing of aid from France and Spain:


Nothing can settle our affairs so expeditiously as an open and determined declaration for independence.

First.—It is the custom of nations, when any two are at war, for some other powers, not engaged in the quarrel, to step in as mediators, and bring about the preliminaries of a peace: but while America calls herself the Subject of Great-Britain, no power, however well disposed she may be, can offer her mediation. Wherefore, in our present state we may quarrel on for ever.

Secondly—It is unreasonable to suppose, that France or Spain will give us any kind of assistance, if we mean only, to make use of that assistance for the purpose of repairing the breach, and strengthening the connection between Britain and America….

Thirdly—While we profess ourselves the subjects of Britain, we must, in the eye of foreign nations, be considered as rebels….

Fourthly—Were a manifesto to be published, and despatched to foreign courts…[it] would produce more good effects to this Continent, than if a ship were freighted with petitions to Britain.

Under our present denomination of British subjects, we can neither be received nor heard abroad: The custom of all courts is against us, and will be so, until, by an independence, we take rank with other nations.



Paine’s scheme to appeal directly to France and Spain for assistance needed no explanation to his American audience, for like him they knew that the two nations had long been spoiling for a rematch with Great Britain. They had come out badly in the Seven Years’ War, a global conflict that began in the American colonies in 1754 as a frontier battle between France and Britain, but that quickly engulfed all the major European powers. The war ended in 1763 with France losing Canada to the British Empire, while Spain ceded its dominance over the Gulf of Mexico by giving Florida to Britain. The Americans knew that both nations were now seeking retribution for the territories and prestige they had lost, and that the nascent American conflict could provide them the opportunity for revenge they had long sought.

DECLARING INDEPENDENCE AND JOINING THE WORLD STAGE AS A SOVEREIGN NATION

The effect of Common Sense on the American mood was electric, that term already being in popular use due to the widespread accounts of the scientific experiments of Benjamin Franklin, just recently returned to Philadelphia after a decade defending the American cause in London. Where before January 1776 all the talk was of reconciliation, it was now about separation. Calls for independence filled newspapers up and down the continent, and the colonial governments were not deaf to these entreaties. In February and March, South Carolina rewrote its constitution, making it “independent of royal authority.” In April, the Virginia county of Charlotte adopted a resolution rejecting any attempts at reconciliation. In May, the Continental Congress sent instructions to all the colonies that effectively urged them to replace any pro-reconciliation governments with new ones more amenable to independence. By the end of the month, John Adams reported that “every post and every day rolls in upon us ‘independence’ like a torrent.”

These same letters to the colonial representatives made it clear that their authors fully embraced Paine’s link between a declaration of independence and aid from France and Spain. One of the first to subscribe to that connection was Richard Henry Lee, a Virginia delegate to the Congress and a member of one of the most influential families in colonial America. Long before Common Sense was published, he had undoubtedly been inspired in this thinking by his brother Arthur Lee, who while a colonial representative in London along with Benjamin Franklin back in 1774, had told him that in a war with Britain, “America may yet owe her salvation [to European powers] should the contest be serious and lasting.” That idea was certainly reinforced by a letter to him in April 1776 from John Washington, one of George Washington’s nephews: “I am clearly of opinion that unless we declare openly for Independency there is no chance for foreign aid.” That same month Richard Henry Lee explained to his fellow Virginian Patrick Henry back in Williamsburg that the Congress must soon consider independence since the current “danger…may be prevented by a timely alliance with proper and willing powers in Europe” and that “no state in Europe will either treat or trade with us so long as we consider ourselves subjects of Great Britain.”

In April, colonial delegations began receiving instructions to vote for independence. The Virginia county of Cumberland directed its congressional representatives to “declare for independency [and] procure foreign assistance,” while North Carolina instructed its delegates “to concur with the delegates of the other Colonies in declaring independency, and forming foreign alliances.” In May, the entire Virginia Convention adopted a resolution that instructed its delegates to “declare the united colonies free and independent states…and give assent to whatever measures may be thought proper and necessary for forming foreign alliances.” These directions from the colonial governments to their congressional delegates made it clear that, echoing Paine, they saw a declaration of independence as the unique means of obtaining help from France and Spain.

As the movement toward independence gathered momentum, even the Massachusetts delegate John Adams, normally wary of any foreign entanglements, reluctantly admitted:


We should be driven to the Necessity of Declaring ourselves independent States, and that We ought now to be employed in preparing…Treaties to be proposed to foreign Powers, particularly to France and Spain….That foreign Powers could not be expected to acknowledge Us, till We had acknowledged ourselves, and taken our Station among them as a sovereign Power, and Independent Nation; That now we were distressed for Want of Artillery, Arms, Ammunition, Clothing, and even for Flints.



By early June, Richard Henry Lee was ready to follow the Virginia Convention’s instructions and call openly for the Congress to declare for independence. Echoing John Adams, he explained to a Virginia landowner, “It is not choice then, but necessity that calls for independence, as the only means by which foreign alliance can be obtained.” He wrote those words on Sunday, June 2, then must have spent that week mulling over the wording of a group of resolutions that would set the Congress into motion. On that Friday, June 7, the Congress convened as usual at 10 a.m., addressing pressing concerns from war reports and the more mundane matter of compensating a merchant for goods seized by the Continental Navy. At around 11 a.m., Richard Henry Lee asked for the floor, then introduced the following three interconnected resolutions for consideration:


That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States; that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown; and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.

That it is expedient forthwith to take the most effectual measures for forming foreign Alliances.

That a plan of confederation be prepared and transmitted to the respective Colonies for their consideration and approbation.



The resolutions were seconded by John Adams, but the Congress put off consideration until the following day. On Saturday and again on Monday, the Congress debated the three resolutions. While members from southern and New England colonies were for the resolutions, many of the middle Atlantic colonies preferred to postpone the decision. Opponents of independence questioned whether France or Spain would even provide any help to the Americans, given their own colonial interests in the Americas, and argued that France was more likely to form an alliance with Britain and divide up North America between them. Proponents of the resolutions, as Thomas Jefferson’s own notes showed, argued that “a declaration of independence alone could render it consistent with European delicacy for European powers to treat with us,” and that no time should be wasted in applying for such aid as France and Spain could offer. The arguments went back and forth with no clear consensus.

Instead of taking a vote on the resolution for independence, the Congress postponed further debate until July 1, and instructed a committee to draft a declaration should the Congress decide for it. They addressed the second and third resolutions also by appointing committees, one to draft a model treaty with France, and another to draft a plan of confederation for the thirteen states that would be created from the former colonies once independence was declared. The committee for the plan of confederation was the largest of the three, having a representative from each colony. With such an unwieldy group it was the last to report out, only producing the Articles of Confederation eighteen months later in November 1777 (and those articles would not be ratified by all thirteen states until 1781). The second committee to produce a model treaty for France had just five members, led by John Adams. Adams insisted that the model treaty be commercial in nature only, and not include any political or military alliances that might “entangle us in future wars in Europe.” The final Plan of Treaties, which strictly adhered to Adams’s principles, was produced on July 18, and adopted by the Congress on September 17. One month later, Benjamin Franklin would embark for France with Adams’s model treaty in hand, on his mission to secure the assistance that his nation so desperately needed.

The five-man committee to draft the Declaration of Independence also was headed by John Adams, but the task of drafting it was given to Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson was an accomplished writer and was already working with his fellow Virginia statesmen James Madison and George Mason on a Constitution and Declaration of Rights for their soon-to-be-formed state. Jefferson wrote quickly, borrowing liberally from these and other documents, and produced the first draft in just a few days. He showed it first to Franklin and Adams, who made just a few revisions, then to the whole committee, who wrangled with it for two weeks. By then, the Congress had already settled on the name for the new nation; on June 24, 1776, its president, John Hancock, officially used the term “The United States” for the very first time while commissioning a new French volunteer, Antoine Félix Wuibert, as an officer in the Continental Army.

The revised draft of the Declaration was brought before the Congress on June 28, by which time the mid-Atlantic colonies had authorized their delegates to vote for independence, also with the stipulation that it was the path to obtaining foreign assistance. The motion to adopt Richard Henry Lee’s resolution was taken on July 2, after which the Congress debated and revised the draft for two days before approving the final version on July 4, a Thursday. That evening, a broadside sheet was typeset, and about two hundred copies were run off and distributed to the colonies and to the Continental Army headquarters. That the Congress intended the declaration to be read by Louis XVI and Carlos III was underscored by the fact that, on Monday, July 8, the first working day after the weekend, they placed a copy of the Declaration aboard a ship bound for France, with instructions for Silas Deane, a Connecticut merchant and delegate then in Paris negotiating arms deals, to “immediately communicate the piece to the Court of France, and send copies of it to the other Courts of Europe.”

Although Richard Henry Lee’s resolutions and all of the subsequent congressional debates—as Jefferson himself so clearly noted—tied the Declaration of Independence to the request for foreign aid, nowhere in the text do the words “France” or “Spain” appear. Even in the opening paragraph, Jefferson gave as the sole rationale for the document that “a decent respect to the opinions of mankind” required an explanation for their actions. This statement, like the similar rationale given in the Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms, obfuscated the real reason and intended audience for the Declaration of Independence. Even if the Congress had in mind a call for help to Louis XVI and Carlos III, in all likelihood those monarchs were far from Jefferson’s thoughts during the Declaration’s actual composition. He was reaching instead for the highest sentiments of Enlightenment thinkers—Locke on natural rights, Voltaire on oppression, Montesquieu on liberty and freedom—to justify the case for independence. Any overt supplication to a foreign power would have debased and demeaned the Declaration that he so carefully crafted. Instead, the very existence of the document would serve as a clarion call for help.

The Declaration became a document for the ages. After the opening apologia that obscured its true purpose, Jefferson launched into his loftiest prose: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.” He followed this with a litany of charges as to why the British monarch had not lived up to these ideals, from general offenses against the colonies to specific accusations ranging from interference with judicial processes to kidnapping, pillage, and plunder. Jefferson did not hold the British public blameless, calling them “Enemies in War, in Peace Friends.” By declaring itself a member of the world’s sovereign nations, Jefferson reminded its hoped-for allies that the United States now had “full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which Independent States may of right do.”

It was only at the very end of the Declaration of Independence that Jefferson included a passage that the kings of France and Spain might have taken particular notice of: “And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.” In other words: To become an independent, self-governing nation, we have staked everything on winning this war with Britain. Without a military alliance, there is no hope that we can continue. Now please come to our aid.

Across the Atlantic, France and Spain weighed their options. Just thirteen years had passed since they had fought a disastrous war with Britain, losing trade, colonies, and influence. A new war, on the side of the rebellious Americans, could redress their old humiliations—or plunge them into ruination.





CHAPTER 1

The Road to War

On the surprisingly warm evening of February 10, 1763, a carriage bearing two officials, one from France and the other from Spain, clattered down rue Saint-Dominique on Paris’s Left Bank, just a few blocks from the Seine. Amid rows of stately buildings, it entered under the round arch and through the double doors of a simple but dignified hôtel particulier, stopping in the courtyard. The officials disembarked, turned to the right toward the main entrance, walked through a series of rooms decorated with blue-and-white wallpaper “à l’anglaise” and into the red-draped reception hall where hung a portrait, not of the French king Louis XV, but of King George III of Britain. Walking across that short distance, the two men had left the comfortable French world they had known and were now effectively in British territory.

The two men were César Gabriel de Choiseul-Praslin, the French foreign minister, and Pablo Jerónimo Grimaldi y Pallavicini, the Spanish ambassador to France. The dignified Paris town house in which they stood was the residence and de facto embassy of John Russell, Duke of Bedford, who received them sitting down as he was suffering a recurrence of gout. Just five months earlier he had arrived in France as minister plenipotentiary—effectively an ambassador—to negotiate for peace. Together the three were about to sign a treaty that would formally end the ruinous war that had engulfed not just the three countries, but also most of Europe and nations as far away as India and in North America.

The Seven Years’ War, as it became known, had begun in 1754 as a series of skirmishes between French and British forces in the Ohio Valley. Within two years it had spread to continental Europe and across the globe. The turning point in the conflict came in 1759, when Britain began a stunning string of victories at sea and on land, eventually decimating the French and Spanish fleets and taking control of their strongholds from Canada to the Caribbean to Asia.

By 1762, France and Spain had no choice but to sue for peace. Choiseul-Praslin led the negotiations on behalf of France. Spain sent Grimaldi at the request of the French ministers, a man with whom they previously had negotiated treaties and whom they saw as “supremely gifted in the art of reconciling political agreement with friendship in opposing parties.” The British cabinet selected the enormously wealthy Duke of Bedford, whose social connections and consistent support of peace made it likely he would gain France’s trust. The three men were of very different temperaments. Choiseul-Praslin was described as “sensible, laborious…[with a] dry manner, an almost impenetrable reserve…and total absence of graces.” The Italian-born Grimaldi, by contrast, impressed the British historian Edward Gibbon, then on his Grand Tour of Europe, as a well-heeled socialite who “gives balls every week, the magnificence of which is only exceeded by their politeness & elegance” (the diplomats, in fact, had just attended one of Grimaldi’s famous soirées the night before the treaty signing, which ended at ten o’clock in the morning). Gibbon was less impressed with Bedford, whose “stateliness and avarice,” he claimed, “make him the joke of Paris.” The French minister, for his part, found Bedford “a very good man, very polite, well-intentioned, anxious to conclude the peace treaty.”

Although Bedford was certainly “anxious to conclude the peace treaty,” he was scrupulous about acting only on his government’s terms. He could afford to do so, for Britain held the high ground both literally and metaphorically. Over the course of several months, the three men hammered out a treaty that recognized Britain’s supremacy and reset the world stage in its favor. Even as they were negotiating the details, Bedford was also furnishing his town house on rue Saint-Dominique with the latest trappings from London, from the exquisite silver service to the first water closets in all of Paris. This sumptuous redecoration was not “stateliness and avarice” on the British ambassador’s part, but rather a political statement. When Choiseul-Praslin and Grimaldi crossed the threshold of Bedford’s residence on the evening of February 10, the Londonesque surroundings served as a reminder that they were now entering a new, British-dominated world.

THE SEVEN YEARS’ WAR—A GLOBAL CONFLICT

The Seven Years’ War was unlike any previous conflict those experienced diplomats had ever known. Every decade or so since 1625, Europe had been racked by wars that involved its major powers France, Spain, and England (Britain after the 1707 union with Scotland). Though the proximate causes for the wars varied from controlling seaborne trade to outright land grabs, they could all be traced to the prevailing political system known as “balance of power,” which an eighteenth-century encyclopedia described as “a system of equilibrium used in modern politics in which each power contains the other, so that none will become so predominant in Europe that it threatens invasion and total control.” In other words, when any one nation became too strong (say, Britain), weaker powers like France and Spain would ally to keep the stronger power in check. Allies and adversaries frequently changed sides from one war to the next as the balance of power shifted.

For most of the previous century and a half, the wars that resulted from these shifting alliances had rarely been decisive and had generally maintained the European balance of power, preventing any one nation from overwhelming the continent. One of the most consequential of these conflicts was the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14). When the Spanish king Carlos II of the Hapsburg dynasty died without issue in 1700, he willed his crown to his grandnephew the French Bourbon prince Philippe d’Anjou (who became Felipe V), setting off a war that pitted Britain, the Dutch Republic, and Austria against France and Spain for control of the Spanish crown. France and Spain emerged victorious, with the result that the Spanish Empire became aligned with the French Bourbon dynasty instead of the Austrian Hapsburg dynasty supported by Britain. Spain, however, lost to Britain its vital Mediterranean strongholds of Minorca and Gibraltar, though it retained its profitable overseas possessions in the Americas and the Philippines. More recently, the War of the Austrian Succession, in which many of the same belligerents had fought in roughly the same alliances from 1740 to 1748 with losses and victories on both sides, ended largely status quo ante bellum, with Louis XV reportedly declaring that he would hand back all the captured territories, “as he wished to conduct the peace, not as a merchant, but as a King.”

The Seven Years’ War, which actually lasted closer to nine years, began in part precisely because those previous conflicts had left the balance of power largely intact without actually resolving the underlying territorial disputes, particularly in North America. Spain was the first European power to establish a permanent North American colony, in Puerto Rico in 1508, followed in 1535 by the Viceroyalty of New Spain that eventually encompassed modern-day Mexico, Florida, and much of the western United States. France established its Viceroyalty of New France in 1534, though it did not establish permanent settlements in Canada and Louisiana until 1608 and 1686 respectively. Britain’s first permanent settlement in 1607 at Jamestown gave rise to the thirteen colonies that by 1733 extended from the eastern seaboard to the Appalachian Mountains. As the three colonial powers expanded their territories across North America over the course of two centuries, fights inevitably broke out between them and with the Native American nations whose lands they were steadily usurping.

The immediate cause of the Seven Years’ War was a conflict in the Ohio Valley, part of the undefined border between New France and the British colonies that was left unresolved in the haste to bring the War of the Austrian Succession to a close. Even though the region was inhabited by the Iroquois nations, France saw it as a strategic corridor that linked Canada and Louisiana, while Britain saw it as the natural western extension of its colonies that could be sold to farmers and land speculators.

The Ohio Company of Virginia was established in 1748 by Virginia plantation owners like Lawrence and Augustine Washington in order to profit from this westward expansion. Virginia’s lieutenant governor, Robert Dinwiddie, who was also a major shareholder, granted the company a half million acres of the Ohio Valley. In 1752, the company signed a treaty with the Iroquois nations that allowed it access and the right to build a fort at the strategic confluence of the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers, at present-day Pittsburgh. The only problem was that Dinwiddie’s counterpart, Michel-Ange, Marquis de Duquesne, the governor of New France, also had the idea to build fortifications in the same area.

In order to establish control over the region, both Duquesne and Dinwiddie began issuing a series of increasingly belligerent orders to their troops that heightened tensions. Duquesne’s instructions from France required him to stop the British by “preventing them from coming there to trade, by seizing their merchandise, and destroying their outposts.” As he began building a series of forts to prevent the British from doing the same, Dinwiddie dispatched a letter to the French commander demanding their withdrawal. He charged its delivery to a new member of the Ohio Company, the twenty-one-year-old half brother of Lawrence and Augustine Washington. George Washington, already an experienced surveyor and a major in the Virginia militia, led a small party through the harsh winter landscape to Fort LeBoeuf on the shores of Lake Erie. The French commander sent Washington back with a short reply stating, “I do not think myself obliged to obey it.”

In early 1754, Dinwiddie again sent Washington, now promoted to lieutenant colonel in the newly formed Virginia Regiment, to reinforce Ohio Company workers sent to build a fort at the junction of the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers. Washington soon learned that they had been evicted by a French garrison that was already constructing its own Fort Duquesne on the site. His orders from Dinwiddie regarding the French were quite clear: “in case of resistance to make prisoners of or kill & destroy them.” Washington decided to ambush the French scouting party sent to look for him. On May 28, with the help of some Iroquois warriors, his troops descended on the French encampment and in fifteen minutes killed, wounded, or captured all but one of the soldiers.

The Battle of Jumonville Glen (named for the fallen leader of the French troops) was later identified as the spark that ignited the Seven Years’ War and precipitated the War of American Independence. At that moment, Washington could not have imagined the global dimensions of that first war, nor have even dreamed that he would lead the second one. All he would have thought about was returning to his nearby Fort Necessity to prepare for the expected French counterattack. When it came on July 4, Washington (now a full colonel) was forced to surrender to the far larger French force and return to Virginia. News of the battles reached Europe later that summer. Britain and France began dispatching ships and soldiers to reinforce their colonies: a thousand British troops under General Edward Braddock to enter the Ohio Valley, and thirty-six hundred French troops to Canada. What had started as a series of frontier skirmishes was quickly escalating into a war between the two European superpowers.

France’s determined defense of its New France colony had more to do with European politics than with colonial economics. The income from Canada’s fur trade and the Acadian cod fisheries paled in comparison to the far more profitable sugar plantations in the French Caribbean islands of Saint-Domingue (Haiti), Grenada, Saint Vincent, Martinique, and Guadeloupe. Canada’s growing season was so limited that it could barely feed its own populace, much less a surge of troops from France. Its seaward approaches were protected by the naval base of Louisbourg in Nova Scotia, one of the most expensive naval fortifications built in North America. The French author and polemicist Voltaire, always with his finger on the social pulse, frequently disparaged Canada as “a few acres of snow,” not worth the massive investments France kept pouring into it.

New France, however, acted as a counterweight to the rich British colonies to its south, and marked France as a major power in the eyes of its European allies and adversaries alike; to lose it would, in the view of the French government, undermine France’s standing in Europe and threaten its security. The British government equally believed that it needed to confront France’s North American incursions in order to shore up its own standing in Europe.

The skirmishes of 1754 had been limited to colonial forces. In 1755, the armies of the two European powers collided head-on. Major General Edward Braddock marched on Fort Duquesne in July with British regulars as well as colonial troops, which included his aide-de-camp Colonel George Washington. Braddock suffered a crushing and bloody defeat at the Battle of the Monongahela by a French contingent heavily reinforced by Native American warriors (British colonials referred to the Seven Years’ War as the “French and Indian War” because those were their primary adversaries). The French and Native Americans also turned back British soldiers in northern New York, while British troops drove out the French population in Acadia and Nova Scotia.

By 1756 it was clear in both London and Paris that the so-far-undeclared war in North America could unleash an attack by France on the northern German state of Hanover, which was under the protection of its native son, Britain’s King George II, in order to hold that territory hostage in exchange for American lands. The political preparations for this eventuality became known alternatively as the “Diplomatic Revolution,” “Reversal of Alliances,” or, most poetically, the “Stately Quadrille,” referring to the popular dance in which couples frequently changed partners. The previous alliances that had held through the two previous wars of succession were quickly broken in favor of new ones. In January 1756, Britain signed a treaty with its former enemy Prussia to protect Hanover, while Prussia sought Britain’s protection from a newly resurgent Russia. Several months later, Bourbon France allied with its old nemesis, Hapsburg Austria, so that French and Austrian forces could threaten Hanover while Austria could count on French help to regain the mineral-rich region of Silesia it had lost to Prussia in the previous war. As these new alliances took shape, France captured Minorca, which Britain had pried from Spain fifty years earlier. Britain declared war on France in May 1756; France reciprocated the following month. At this point, the conflict turned into a global war, roughly divided into two separate struggles—the first one between Britain and France that took place on the high seas and in their colonies, and the second one in continental Europe, primarily between Prussia and Austria.

The European conflict began first, just weeks after war was declared. In the opening stages, French troops defeated German and British troops to occupy Hanover, much to King George II’s chagrin, while Austria achieved part of its goal by capturing Breslau in Silesia. As the war progressed, Prussia found itself fighting not just France and Austria but also Russia and Sweden. Time and again, Prussia’s King Friedrich II (“the Great”) proved himself a brilliant hands-on strategist as well as an innovative leader. Of Friedrich’s Prussia it was later remarked that it “was not a country with an army, but an army with a country.” Under his rule, Prussia became a highly militarized society—one person in fourteen was a soldier, compared with one in a hundred in France and Britain. Prussian soldiers were highly trained, spending three months of every year in military maneuvers, and their precision and discipline were rarely matched on the battlefield. Time and again during the Seven Years’ War, Prussia was able to fight against long odds and superior numbers, ultimately retaining Silesia and eking out a draw with Austria.

By contrast, the conflict between France and Britain became decidedly one-sided in Britain’s favor, despite some early victories by France. In 1757, France successfully repelled a major British assault on Louisbourg, built the strategically located Fort Carillon at the southern end of Lake Champlain in New York, and destroyed the British Fort William Henry on Lake George, just a few miles away. That same year, a new British government came to power, led by Prime Minister and First Lord of the Treasury Thomas Pelham-Holles, Duke of Newcastle, and William Pitt “the Elder,” Earl of Chatham, who was secretary of state for the Southern Department, which at the time controlled defense and policy toward the American colonies. When it came to the conduct of the war, Pitt held the reins while Newcastle held the purse strings.

Pitt believed in taking the fight directly to the enemy. He first ordered a series of “descents” (amphibious assaults) on French ports and dockyards, but these were largely unsuccessful. In 1758 the fight began to turn in Britain’s favor with the capture of Louisbourg in Canada and descents on the profitable French slaving settlements in West Africa. The British navy aggressively captured French warships and merchant ships, severely depleting the ranks of experienced sailors available to man its navy. In North America, Britain began clawing back territory it had lost in the previous two years. A British peace treaty with the Lenape (Delaware), Shawnee, and other Native American nations led to their withdrawing of support for the French in the Ohio Valley. Under Brigadier General John Forbes’s command, British soldiers and a large contingent of colonial troops, including Colonel George Washington’s First Virginia Regiment, immediately exploited this weakness by attacking Fort Duquesne, which the understrength French garrison blew up before retreating. On the same spot the British colonials built Fort Pitt and the surrounding settlement of Pittsborough (later Pittsburgh), named in honor of the statesman who had initiated the campaign.

The year 1759 was termed by London wags the annus mirabilis, but for France it was the annus horribilis—the beginning of a four-year string of British victories that threatened its possessions around the world and sealed its fate in North America. In the Caribbean, the British navy seized Guadeloupe, which would be followed by the fall of Martinique and Grenada. Farther north, French forts fell across the Ohio Valley, while the British captured Fort Carillon in the east, rebuilding it and renaming it Fort Ticonderoga. With Louisbourg neutralized, Britain began a siege of Quebec City, the capital of New France, which ended with a fierce fifteen-minute battle on the Plains of Abraham outside the city, pitting the British general James Wolfe against the French general Louis-Joseph, Marquis de Montcalm, both of whom would die in the battle. With the fall of Montreal the following year, New France would cease to exist as Canada was placed under British control.

These stunning defeats turned French strategy from fighting battles at the periphery to launching an all-out assault on Britain itself. The strategy was the brainchild of Étienne François, Duc de Choiseul, the younger but politically more powerful cousin of César Gabriel de Choiseul-Praslin. After a career as both soldier and diplomat, in October 1758 Choiseul was named secretary of state for foreign affairs. Louis XV, however, needed more than just a foreign minister to help him run his fractious government in time of war. He needed a chief minister, and the short, florid-faced Choiseul, whose boyish looks belied a keen political acumen and enormous appetite for work, assumed that role in all but name.

Like his counterpart William Pitt, Choiseul believed in taking the fight directly to the enemy. He planned to exploit the lack of troops stationed in Britain itself by carrying out an amphibious landing on its shores, diverting British resources from its Europe campaigns, while the blow to investor confidence would cripple its ability to raise war funds in the financial markets. More than three hundred boats were quickly built along the Atlantic coast to carry over forty thousand troops to Portsmouth, with additional troops to be sent in a diversionary raid in Scotland. But a British descent on Le Havre wrecked many of the boats, while a devastating naval battle in November 1759 at Quiberon Bay off Brittany destroyed the escorting warships. These twin events ended any hope of France invading Britain. The news from French India was also bad, with the capture and razing of the colony at Pondicherry (Puducherry) by forces under the British East India Company.

Choiseul soon assumed the role of minister of war while retaining his foreign affairs portfolio. Initial peace negotiations with Britain had failed, so he opened talks with the Spanish government about an alliance. The Spanish king Carlos III was actually the younger cousin of Louis XV, as both belonged to the Bourbon royal family. France and Spain had twice forged what were called Bourbon Family Compacts, in 1733 and 1743, which pledged mutual support and aid in the event of war as a bulwark against British hegemony. Now the two kings and their ministers believed that Britain was once again threatening the balance of power, and resolved to restore that balance. Madrid sent Jerónimo Grimaldi to negotiate the agreement, and the Third Bourbon Family Compact was signed by Choiseul and Grimaldi on August 15, 1761. It provided for Spain to declare war on Britain the following year provided no peace had been concluded, while France promised to support Spain if the latter were attacked. France, however, was hardly in a position to do so, as its fleet was being mauled by the British navy, which outbuilt and outcaptured France’s navy by a ratio of ten to one.

Word of the secret Family Compact leaked to Britain, which, despite Newcastle’s misgivings about engaging in yet another campaign, preemptively declared war on Spain in January 1762. But Spain had already set its sights on invading Britain’s ally Portugal, which had only half the troop numbers as Spain. However, Portugal’s shrewd and powerful prime minister, Sebastião José de Carvalho e Melo, Marquês de Pombal, had already requested British military assistance, and with its help turned back the Spanish army in what was later called the Guerra Fantástica (Miraculous War). Choiseul now proposed to Spain a combined amphibious invasion of Britain, but this too never happened as the two navies were unable to coordinate their actions. The final blows came later in the year, with the British capture of Manila and Havana. The loss of Havana was particularly devastating; the jewel in the Spanish crown, it boasted the finest and best-defended harbor in the Caribbean, and built more warships than any shipyard in Spain. Spain’s rash decision to enter into the Seven Years’ War had resulted in a harrowing string of losses that would cost it dearly in the peace negotiations to follow.

THE TREATY OF PARIS

The men who had conducted the war would not be the ones to sign the peace treaty. By 1762, Choiseul had taken over the Ministry of the Navy while still retaining the position of minister of war. His cousin Choiseul-Praslin, like himself a former soldier and diplomat, became the new foreign minister, though in fact they spoke with one voice. They faced a grim task; the French fleet was in a parlous state, largely blockaded in port and so cash-stricken that it was selling materiel just to make ends meet. Canada was lost, as were most of the colonies in the Caribbean, Africa, and Asia. “Since we do not know how to make war,” Choiseul admitted privately, “we must make peace.”

On the other side of the English Channel, Pitt and Newcastle, the chief architects of the brilliant British campaign, were on their way out. In 1760, George II died, and his grandson George III succeeded him to the throne. The twenty-two-year-old king, although close with his grandfather, made major changes to the government. He appointed as the new prime minister his longtime tutor, John Stuart, Earl of Bute, who was as anxious to make peace as Pitt was to make war. One of Bute’s first actions after taking office was to formalize peace negotiations by exchanging diplomats with France, and the well-connected and influential Duke of Bedford was the obvious choice. Though most of the major decisions would be hammered out in Paris, Choiseul-Praslin selected Louis-Jules Mancini-Mazarini, Duc de Nivernais, to negotiate at the British court. In September, Bedford and Nivernais met at Calais before each went on to assume his post.

All sides understood that both France and Spain would have to pay a heavy territorial price for the war. Although Bute knew that the terms of peace had to be as generous as possible to avoid another conflict breaking out at a later date, Nivernais reported back that the prime minister was under enormous pressure by Pitt’s still-powerful supporters to limit British concessions, so as to permanently hobble the French navy. Preliminary negotiations at Fontainebleau Palace stalled when Spain’s ambassador, Jerónimo Grimaldi, appalled that British territorial demands would give it almost complete control of the Gulf of Mexico, refused to accept the peace terms offered. Choiseul was furious. “Does the king of Spain want war or peace?” he demanded of the French ambassador in Madrid, Pierre Paul, Marquis d’Ossun. “He must adopt the articles” or keep fighting, said Choiseul, “there is no middle ground.” The impasse broke when news of Havana’s fall arrived in October, and Louis XV offered French Louisiana to his cousin Carlos III in compensation for any territory Spain might lose in the peace negotiations, which would return to it at least some control over the Gulf of Mexico. Confronted with such a heavy loss and offered such a face-saving measure, the Spanish king relented. Choiseul-Praslin, Grimaldi, and Bedford signed the preliminary treaty at Fontainebleau on November 3. The same day, unbeknownst to Bedford, Choiseul-Praslin and Grimaldi agreed on a separate treaty handing Louisiana to Spain.

The three men negotiated the final terms between November 1762 and February 1763. France felt most keenly its loss of Canada, Acadia, and Nova Scotia to Britain. With Louisiana also gone, France was now almost entirely out of North America. It did, however, maintain access to the fisheries off Newfoundland and in the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, and retained the small, rocky islands of Saint-Pierre and Miquelon for drying and processing the fish. Their strategic importance went far beyond the provision of foodstuffs; the French navy’s greatest weakness had historically been manpower, and these fisheries trained roughly one-third of the navy’s sailors.

Britain returned to France the main sugar-producing islands of Martinique and Guadeloupe, while retaining Grenada and Saint Vincent. It also cut France off from its former African trading posts, except the slave-trading island of Gorée off modern-day Senegal. French Indian territory was dramatically reduced to just a few trading posts, of which the largest, the beautiful white town of Pondicherry, would be rebuilt in just two years. France, in its turn, relinquished Minorca to British rule.

Britain was also generous in returning Manila to Spain, but demanded either Puerto Rico or Florida in exchange for Havana. Puerto Rico was too valuable to Spain, so instead Britain got Florida, which one politician huffed, was “an uninhabited country.” Spain also had to allow Britain logging rights in the Honduras region of Guatemala in Central America. In Europe, the situation returned more or less to status quo ante bellum. The residual Spanish troops departed Portugal, while Prussia and Austria withdrew their remaining armies from each other’s territories and signed a separate peace accord.

The final Treaty of Paris, according to Bedford, “succeed greatly beyond my expectations,” as he made “no one concession contrary to my instructions.” The unchanging physical landscape of Europe belied the tectonic shift that had upended its political geography. Although Britain had lost almost all its allies in Europe, they were now thought to be of little consequence, as the global balance of power was now overwhelmingly in its favor. Britain controlled most of North America, its worldwide colonies could trade unmolested, and for the first time Britannia could truthfully be said to “rule the waves,” as the popular song claimed. Therefore, when Choiseul-Praslin, Grimaldi, and Bedford signed the treaty on the evening of February 10, it was fitting that the ceremony took place in a thoroughly British drawing room rather than in an anteroom in the royal palace at Versailles.

News of the treaty was celebrated in Britain with a spectacular fireworks display in London’s Green Park. Perhaps surprisingly, France and Spain also celebrated the treaty with a series of fireworks in front of the Hôtel de Ville in Paris and in the Parque del Buen Retiro in Madrid. After the War of the Austrian Succession, the French people had coined the phrase “as stupid as the peace” (bête comme la paix) in exasperation for having shed so much blood with nothing to show for it. Now, aware that the outcome could have been far worse than losing “a few acres of snow,” there was a general sense that life could return to normal, even in the shadow of Europe’s new superpower.

THE BOURBON STRATEGY OF REVANCHE

Life in France did appear to return to normal, as prices and trade quickly returned to prewar levels. Tourism rebounded in both directions across the English Channel. The celebrated Grand Tour that most young British aristocrats took to see the culture, history, and art of Europe (primarily in France and Italy) was seriously interrupted during the Seven Years’ War. When fighting ended in late 1762, well-to-do gentlemen like the aforementioned Edward Gibbon quickly resumed the practice even before the peace treaty was signed. The postwar Grand Tour would, however, be more restrained than the previous lavish-spending ways of Britons on the Continent. The author of the Gentleman’s Guide, in His Tour through France advised travelers “not to spend more money in the country of our natural enemy, than is requisite to support, with decency, the character of an Englishman.”

The end of the war also sparked a reverse Grand Tour from France to Britain, with a sudden French fascination for all things British. The term “anglomania” was popularized to describe the sudden wave of British fashion on Paris streets, French plays about British life, and even the introduction of English-style natural landscaping into staid, formal French jardins. French tourists began descending on Britain in droves, causing one British aristocrat to complain that “London abounds in French.” Frenchmen saw London in the way future generations of Americans would come to regard Paris, as the place to expand their horizons. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the writer and philosopher, immersed himself in botanical science, while the scientists Jérôme Lalande and Charles-Marie de La Condamine dined with famous British authors like Samuel Johnson. Johnson, for his part, attributed French anglomania to the recently concluded war: “We had drubbed those fellows into a proper reverence for us….Their national petulance required periodical chastisement.”

Not all French visitors acknowledged this idea of “periodical chastisement,” nor were they in Britain to absorb the culture. Almost before the ink was even dry on the Treaty of Paris, French military officers were spreading out across the south of England, undoubtedly hoping to pass unnoticed among the throng of foreign tourists while they gathered intelligence on the British navy and potential landing sites on the coast. Those officers were part of an invasion scheme secretly being devised in the halls of Versailles and in Madrid. France and Spain hoped to build on the hard-won experience of the previous failed attempts to make a new invasion a success.

Choiseul in particular had fixed on the strategy of invading England almost from the moment he entered high office. The first invasion attempt in 1759 had foundered because France was unable to match Britain’s superior command of the seas. The second attempt in 1762 failed because France and Spain could not coordinate their fleets. The third time, Choiseul would have told himself, the situation would be very different. With his longtime ally Jéronimo Grimaldi now back in Spain as chief minister to King Carlos III, the two began planning a comprehensive Bourbon strategy of revanche (revenge) against Britain whose centerpiece would be a combined assault on England. The focus of planning was on their navies, for while Britain’s coasts were protected by its “wooden walls” of warships, the island itself had only a smattering of regular troops and militia. If France and Spain could land their troops, Britain could easily be overrun.

Both Choiseul and Grimaldi knew it would take five or more years for both navies to rebuild a credible offensive capability against the British fleet. They therefore undertook two projects simultaneously—first, intelligence-gathering, and second, creating an effective, unified Bourbon armada—all the while pretending to the British that they were only interested in keeping the peace.

For its part, the British government was not fooled. The very first instructions to the Earl of Hertford, Bedford’s successor as ambassador to France, demanded


constant information from you of every step that is taken in France which may tend to strengthen the military force of that Kingdom, and especially in what concerns the augmentation of their navy….You will doubtless be entertained with the strongest declarations of their love of peace and their desire to perpetuate it upon the foot of the present settlement, but…it is not easy to imagine that the Court of France as well as that of Spain, should not have thoughts of putting themselves in a condition to recover in time their lost possessions and retrieve the reputation of their arms. And though their ability to carry such views into execution may indeed be at a considerable distance, yet it equally behooves us to be upon our guard and to watch every motion that may have such a dangerous tendency.



It was therefore under intense British scrutiny that French spies began arriving in Britain to gather critical intelligence on the British navy and on potential landing sites. In 1764, Choiseul dispatched a young navy cadet, Henri Fulque, Chevalier d’Oraison, to enter the British naval bases of Plymouth and Portsmouth, as well as shipyards on the Thames. “Everything is closed to civilians and foreigners,” he boasted, “although I showed that their vigilance is not infallible.” He reported back on the number and type of ships under repair and construction, and on technical innovations that could potentially give the British ships an edge in battle.

At the same time as Oraison was visiting shipyards, military spies were reconnoitering the English countryside for landing sites and invasion routes. Jean-Charles-Adolphe Grant de Blairfindy, a Scottish officer in the French service, showed a keen sense of history when he recommended a town in Kent as the ideal landing spot: “It was at Deal where Julius Caesar, having been repulsed at Dover, debarked his army to conquer England.” Another army officer, Pierre-François de Béville, recommended attacking Portsmouth in order to cripple the navy, before moving on to London.

Unknown to Choiseul, other French spies were also on the ground in England to scout the best invasion sites. The reason Choiseul, easily one of the best-informed ministers in France, was unaware of these agents was that they were operating under Louis XV’s shadow network, the Secret du Roi (King’s Secret). It had been started by the king twenty years earlier as a surreptitious attempt to obtain the Polish throne for his cousin Louis-François, Prince de Conti. The king bypassed his foreign minister and sent clandestine orders directly to key ambassadors in nations like Sweden, Poland, and Ottoman Turkey, in order to garner political support for his cousin. Although this subterfuge did not succeed in getting Conti the throne, Louis XV kept the Secret du Roi and enlarged it so that he was soon passing orders to and getting intelligence from over two dozen ambassadors and embassy officers, all the while keeping his foreign ministers in the dark. In effect, there were now two foreign policies operating, the first under the secretary of state for foreign affairs, and the second under the king. With ambassadors and officers getting conflicting orders from Versailles, while at the same time depending upon clandestine agents of sometimes questionable loyalties, the Secret du Roi would prove to be a corrosive and ultimately destructive system.

Charles-François de Broglie, who had served as both an ambassador to Britain and a general during the Seven Years’ War, was Louis XV’s most trusted member of the Secret. De Broglie (pronounced de Broy; the original Italian family name Broglio means “intrigue”) knew that after the Treaty of Paris was signed, the ambassador, the Duc de Nivernais, would return from London and that his place would be taken by the chargé d’affaires Charles de Beaumont, Chevalier d’Éon, another member of the Secret. De Broglie, like Choiseul, also hit upon the idea of planning a future invasion of England, but in his case the spies would work from the French embassy in London. Louis XV approved the project in 1765 but kept Choiseul out of the picture.

De Broglie sent to Britain one of his former army engineering officers, Louis-François Carlet de La Rozière, who in turn used a network of his own spies and paid British informants to map out potential invasion sites. La Rozière made detailed drawings and notes of more than one hundred miles of coastline and access routes to London, which he forwarded to de Broglie via d’Éon. Even though the invasion plot had to be kept secret, lest the British get wind of it and use it as an excuse for a preemptive assault, d’Éon kept copies of the correspondence for himself. At the same time, he began ingratiating himself with the British aristocracy, throwing lavish parties at the French embassy’s expense. Also, he began dressing as a woman. De Broglie ignored d’Éon’s increasingly aberrant behavior, while still badgering Louis XV to put his invasion plans into action. Finally, after years of inaction on the king’s part, in 1768 de Broglie was finally allowed to contact Choiseul and send him his hard-won intelligence. Choiseul, in turn, quickly incorporated de Broglie’s plans into his own.

Even as the first part of the invasion project—intelligence-gathering—was being finalized, the second part, creating an effective, unified Bourbon fleet, was already well under way. At the beginning of 1763, France had only forty-seven ships of the line (large warships that could fight in a line of battle against other fleets), while Spain had just thirty-seven, far short of the numbers needed. The French treasury after the war was deeply in the red—the portion of revenues that went to debt service and interest had doubled to over 60 percent—and at first Choiseul depended mostly on the program he had instituted during the war, called the don des vaisseaux (gift of ships). Individuals, towns, and entire cities were encouraged to donate money to build and outfit ships, accounting for over half of the thirty new ships added to the fleet over seven years. The massive ninety-gun Ville de Paris, which would become one of the flagships of the French fleet, was named in honor of the city that funded its construction. Spain was slower off the mark, building only eight ships in the same period.

Both Choiseul and Grimaldi also recognized that simply building more ships was insufficient to defeat the British navy, given the dismal showing of the Bourbon fleets. A wholesale reformation and integration of the navies on both sides of the Pyrenees was in order. In one of his last official acts as navy minister before he switched places again with his cousin Choiseul-Praslin and reassumed the post of foreign minister, Choiseul issued a sweeping Naval Ordinance in 1765 that streamlined the bureaucracy, enforced a strict series of “rates” that standardized the types and dimensions of ships so they would maneuver and fight as one unit, and set up the world’s first professional corps of shipbuilders, whose task was to use scientific principles in the design and construction of vessels, with the goal of making each ship better than its British counterpart. These mechanisms of streamlining, standardizing, and fine-tuning the fleet would, Choiseul hoped, create a more effective navy without greatly increasing its cost.

Grimaldi’s task, on the other hand, was to rebuild the Spanish fleet along the same lines as the French fleet, so they
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