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James, Coy Hilton

The reputation of Silaes Deane, America's first
diplomat, has been tarnished. Although he was charged
with treason and various other unsavory transactions, his
personal contribution went a long way toward determining
the outcome of the struggle for independence. All concede
him this place yet he paid a heavy price for his devotion
to the Revolutlonary cause, His success aroused envy and
earned the hatred of some narrow-minded men who permitted
vindictiveness and peresonal Jealousies to blind a normal
sense of decency.

From the beginning of the struggle with England Deane

was a prominent figure, In the legislature of Connecticut
and the Continental Congress he stood out as a champion of
colonlal rights and later accepted a mission to France with-
out hesitation. Arriving in France in July of 1776 without
friendes, influence, or funds, he secured eupplieb which en-
abled the American forces to win the battle of Saratoga.
In December of 1776 Benjamin Franklin and Arthur Lee joined
him in a Commission to negotiate a treaty with France. This
was accomplished Jjust before Deane was recalled by Congress
to report on American affairs in EFurope.

Deane's recall marked a turning point in his
Revolutionary career, Instead of a report, Congress demanded
a financial accounting for which Deane was not prepared.,

From France Arthur lee accused Deane of malfeasance
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of office. In the war of words that followed Congress
postponed a final decision by discharging Deane, He re-
turned to France under the impression that an auditor
would be appointed to settle his accounts.

When Deane returned to France for the second time
his primsry purpose was to re-coup his personal finances.
Unfortunately his commercial enterprises failed and Con-
gress refused to appoint an auditor to settle his accounts.
Disgusted with Congress and disappointed by French apathy,
Deane wrote a number of coritical letters to America. Some
of these letters were intercepted and published in the Tory
press., At first they were assumed to be forgeries, but
Deane later admitted writing them, and his enemies charged
treason. The public accepted the charge.

When the war ended Deane went to England where he
hoped to secure capital to re-enter trade. His enemies
accused him of assoclating with Benedict Arnold and other
pro-British Ameriecans and held him responsible for the un-
popular commercial clauses of the Treaty of 1783. During
the years that Deane lived in England only the generosity
of hie friends saved him from dire poverty and from becom-
ing an object of charity. After suffering many disappoint-
ments and worn out in body and mind, Deane decided to return
to the United States. He salled for Americsa in 1789 but
died some four hours out of port. The ship returned and

Deane was buriled in England.
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Deene's death, like the last decade of his life, was
of little interest to the people of America. Today Silas
Deane sleeps in an unknown grave in England, but in 1842
Congress admitted that a former audit was "ex parte, erro-
neous, and a gross injustice to Silas Deane." Restitution
was made to his heirs, a restitution which should have
restored in some measure the reputation of Silas Deane,
This it falled to do. The present work, therefore, 1ls an
attempt to place the career of Silas Deane in its proper
perspective, Deane undoubtedly was indiscreet at times
and made serious mistakes, but on the basis of the evidence
now available, it would not appear that he was guilty of

committing treason,
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PPEFACE

S1l2s Pesne's revolutionary career furnishes armnle
oroof for those vho msaintsin that = renublic often reneye
rervice 2nd relf-eocrifice with inrretitude., In 1776,
vhen Dersrne vent to Irence on hie firet mieeion, he v=g a
vell-to-do colonial merchant, hirhly reenected snd finen-
cis1lly indevencent in the colony of Connecticut, The
accompnlishment of his mission to France meant the differ-
ence between the success and fsilure of the Pevolution.
This 1e todsy escknowleéred by =211, Hie success arouced
the envy esnd earned the hetred of some well-meaning, but
narrov-minded men, who vermitted vindictivenese, verhsps
promnted by personal Jeclouslee, to blind a2 normal sense
of decency. As the object of voliticel machinatione Desene
micht hsve been able to emerge victorious but the unfor-
tunate publication of some private lettere ended ony voeel-
bility of victory. In thece letters, written to versonal
friende, De2ne criticired the conduct of the var by Con-
fgrece, doubted the wisdom of trhe French Alliance, onéd rec-
omnenced careful concicderation of the Fn~lieh offer of re-
conciliestion., 'hen the letters firet 2vneared in the Tory
prese 1t v=g felt that the lettere were forceriee, Hovever

vhen Derne sdmitted that they were a2uthentic he immecdistely



m

wee pleced under g clou? of sueviclon. He w=s brended s
trritor by his enemler., The chesrge vwae never proved but
Fis neme was placecd =nc¢ has remeined as 2 conceauence un-
der 2 dark cloud of susvicion. The fact that he was never
Indicted or tried by a court seered to make little differ-
ence, The fact thot he had rencered sn invsluable eervice
tc the Revolutlon wre overlooked. The osccusation of ce-
gerticn in iteelf could not te forsiven by meny of his
contemoorariec,

Tor hie eervices to tke Fevolution Dersne vn2id = hesavy
orice versonslly. Trcuh Conrrereg owed him s eubstentinl
gum of money, later acknowledred snd n=1id to hie helre,
TCesne hirmecelf éied = pouner acter eufferinc dire veant 2nd
poverty for many yeare., Ffllrc Derne, America's first

Clvlomat to France, died in ignominy =nd d&i

@]

rsrace, How
¢id this occur? “het forcee bore unon thile ccomplex

cituation to o voorly rewerd 2 deserving nublic servant?

N



CHAPTER I
EARLY LIFE

Of the early vart of Silas Deane's life, 1little ies known.
He was born December 24, 1737, in Groton, Connecticus. His
father, 8ilas Deane, was a blacksmith, He had three sons
and a daughter, Likewige little can be ascertained from
avallable sources of his relations with his mother and father,
His correepondence with his brothere and sister, however,
would lead one to believe that the family was closely united.
Throughout the lives of Silas, Barnabas, Simone, and Hannah
their relations were friendly. All the brothers were mer-
chants in Connecticut and highly respected by their neigh-
bors., Hannah married Josiah Buck who was also a merchant in
Connecticut, When in later life S8ilas passed through the
trying years of the Revolution with aspersions on his stead-
fastnees Barnabas, Simone, Joslah and Hannah Buck never
doubted his loyalty. They slways believed that in time he
would prove his innocence of the charges brought against
him,1

1nictionary of American Blo » Allen Johnson and
Dumas Malone, ed., 3% vole. (neJEYbr§,193o) Vv, 173-75;
New England Historical and Genealogical Register, October,
, 383; "The Deane Pavers: Correspondence Between
Bilas Deane His Brothers and Their Business and Polisical
Assoclates, 1771-1795," Collections of the Connecticut
Historical Society, (Hariford,1930), XXIII,




Deane's educatlion led him first into a proreeeiﬁnal
life., He was graduated from Yale in 1758. This would in-
dicate that his parents possessed sufficient resources to
aid their children and that they had some ambitions for
them, For a few years after he had been graduated Deane
taught school by day and began the study of law at night,
In 1761 he was admitted to the Connecticut bar. The same
year he entered into law practice in Wethersfield, Connect-
icut, one of the three thriving commercial river towns of
the colony.2

Deane was not destined to 1limit his activities to the
rractice of law alone but to enter commerce also. This
was probably occasioned by his first marriage. On October 8,
1763, he married Mehitabel Webb, the widow of Joseph Webb,

a merchant. She was five years Deane's senior, had five
children, and owned a thriving general store. Deane threw
himgelf into her busineses and soon became recognized as a
man of enterprrise, vigor and good Jjudgement., He engaged
in the West Indian trade and before long became well known
in colonial mercantile circles, Deane's fortune prospered.,
In 1764 he built a "substantial® house. To this marriage,

one child, Jesse, was born., The family correspondence

zﬂenry Reed B8tiles, Ancient Wethersfield, 2 vols.
(New York,1904), I, 490-92,

N






at that time reveals that Deane's family enjoyed a better
than average standard of living. The gerenity of the family
was interrupted in 1767 by the death of his wife.

In accordance with the accepted custom of early re-
marriage, Deane goon married Elizabeth Saltonstall, daughter
of Gordon Saltonstall of Norwich. This marriage intro-
duced him into wider soclal and political circles. The
second Mrs. Deane dled when Deane was in France on his first
mission.

Deane's family relations seem to have been excellent.
As a husband Deane was a good provider. letters show him
as most tender and affectionate with each of his wives. No
breath of scandal was ever to soll or stain the marital
side of his life. His relatione with his children, however,
contain certain questions and omissions: certain procedures
or rather lack of procedures on his part came to be inter-
rreted as deliberate intent to defraud., Another point of
view is that these seemingly questionable procedures were
eimply the result of circumstances. The problem arises
from a settlement of the estate relating to his stepchildren.3
Upon his marriage to Mehltabel Webb Deane had been appointed

I¥amily letterg of Samusl Blachley Iebb! 1764-1807,
Worthington Chauncey Ford, ed., (New York,19 » PP. 13,

15-17.






the legal guardian of the five Webb children.t Later all
these five were designated to share equally in his estate
with his own son.’ This would seem to indicate that Deane's
affection for them was completely genuine,

With SBamuel Blachley Webb, his eldest stepson, a strong
bond of mutual affection and respect existed as long as Deane
lived. V¥When young Webb entered upon a commercial entermrise
in 1773 Deane wrote him a long, warm letter full of fatherly
advice and suggestions for conducting his business affairs
in an efficient manner.6 When Deane went to Congress in 1774
he was "attended" by Samuel B, Webb, and after the battle
of Bunker Hill, he secured his stepson a position on Washing-
ton's staff, Thils son later rose to the rank of a general
officer. In June of 1778 young Webb showed his reeiprocal
affection by telling Barnabas Deane, his uncle: "When you
write owr friend in France assure him of my warmest affection
for him, and the 1ittle boy [Jesse- the half brother] .*7 Thie

mutual feeling of respect and affection never wavered through

Hene Public Records of the Colon Connecticut From
(<] r 2, ¢ ive arles J., Hoadly,
ed, (Hartford,1887), p. 285.

5Wobb, Famlily letters, p. 259.

6Gorres ndence 4 Journals of Bamuel Blachley Webb
Vorthington Chauncey Ford, ed., 3 vols. (New York, 1938),
I, 15.

7Webb, Family Letters, pp. 71-72.






all the years of trouble and disgrace, Until the end, much
to the disgust of his brothers, Samuel Blachley Webb refused
to embarrass S8llas Deane by requesting a mroperty settle-
ment of his father's estate despite the pressure from the rest
of the ramily.a

If Samuel B, Webb had an affectionate regard for his
stepfather, the same cannot be said of John and Joseph Webb
and John Simpson, the husband of Sara Webb, their sister.
As early as March of 1775, Simpson was writing Samuel B,
Webb: "I think that the conduct of S8llae Deane 1s very ex-
traordinary and derogatory to the character he has always
enJoyed.'9 This reference is to Deane's failure to settle
the Webb estate. Joseph Webb showed increasing irritation
through the years with Deane's lack of an aecouzing.lo
Deane's letters evidence awareness of the active hostility
against him, More than once he expressed hurt and resent-
ment for what he felt was an unjustified and unnecessary
oriticism.ll Because of his revolutionary activities Deane
falled to settle the estate prior to his first misslon to
France and as he never returned to Wethersfield the estate

was never settled in his lifetime. When the family learned

Blobb, Correspondence and Journals, III, 145,

F¥ebb, Femlly letters, p. 13
01p14., pp. 289-91.

111bid.. p. 411; Webb, Correspondence and Journals, III, 28.






of his death John Webdb wrote: "The scene with S8ilas Deane is
rinished.'lz No charge was ever made that he was not é good
father, and to the end Deane wrote and spoke of the family
with great affection.

Whatever may have been Deane's later difficulties with
his stepchlldren, by 1768 he had established himself in law,
in business, and in local politics. By this time he had
also become active in the local civic life of Wethersfield
and the political life of the Connecticut colony. 1In
Wethersfield Deane was one of the leading citizens. He en-
tered every phase of community life and consistently demon-
strated his interest in civic affairs, He was active in
and a generous contributor to the church.13 He was also in-
terested in the eschool and was instrumental in enlarging

the facilities and enriching the course of study.l¥ g

a mark of aprreciation for his ability and civic leader-
ehlp his friends and nelghbéfs elected him to serve as their
representative in the Colonial Assembly of Connecticut.

In fact he had become so politically minded that he had

closed out his peresonal mercantile accounte and retired

Zyebb, Family letters, p. 411,

1Dstiles, Ancient Wethersfield, I, 234-35.

L
1% b1a., pp. 364-66.






from active business life. His retirement was eso complete
that his son-in-law later asked, "What has he done since
1768?'15

When Deane entered the General Assembly in 1768 he soon
became both active and prominent in the legislative couneil
of the colony. Before the trouble with England claimed
Deane's entire attention, he was appointed by the Governor
of the colony to a Commieesion of Five to receive money "to
be raised by lottery for erecting buoys and other monuments
on the Baybrook Bar. . . .'16 In 1774 he was appointed by
the Lower House of the General Assembly of the eolony to
serve on a Joint Committee to consider a letter to the Earl
of Dartmouth, British Secretary of State, complaining of
the "dilesension due to British aggression and the unlimited
power claimed by Parliament which were driving the Americans
to the border of dospair.'17 This shows Deane's early con-
cern for proper treatment of the colonies. He was also a
member of a commission nominated by the Governor's Council
and aprroved by the General Assembly of Connecticut "to
assist Governor Trumbull, in stating and taking proper steps

15we'bb, Family letters, p. 259.
16

Public Records of the Colony of Connecticut From
Qctober, 1772, to April, 1775, p. 94.

17;919,. p. 1hk0.



to preserve the claims of this colony to sald Western Lnnda.'le

This commission was empowered to assert Connecticut's claims
to certain lands along the Susquehanna River., In the work of
this commission Deane earned the respect and commendation of
Governor Trumbull in "collecting and preparing all exhibits
and doouments necessary to pursue and prosecute the claim and
t1tle.*1? For euch falthful and meritorious service Deane
was soon to be promoted to the national political soene.zo
When the trouble with England emerged as the dominant
issue of colonial politics, Deane early proved himself an

ardent sympathizer with the growing resentment of the col-
onles against the British laws restricting the develop-

ment of American commerce. W¥When the nonimportation agree-
ments were violated by the merchants of Newport, Connecticut
merchants declared a nonintercourse sgreement against them,
Deane acted as the Connecticut clerk and as such signed
their Circular Letter of February 10, 1774,21 Again his zeal
for the colonlial cause was reveasled when the reeidents of
'wetheratield passed a resolution of sympathy for Boston be-
cause of the suffering caused by the closing of the Port of

IBIQQQ,. P. 161,
19

Ibia,, p. 217.
0
2 Ibid., p. 219.

218t110¢, Ancient Wethersfield, I, 490,



Boston in retaliation for the Boston Tea Party. A committee
wae appointed to receive contributions and forward them to
Boston. The name of S8ilas Deane was the first on the 1131:.22
Deane was llkewise Secretary of the Connecticut Committee of
Correspondence and, becauese of his energy and willingness,
wvas selected to represent the General Aseembly of Connecticut
at the Continental Congress of 1774 with Judge Roger Sherman
and Colonel Eliphalet nyer.23

When Deane first left Wethersfield for Congress on
Auvguet 22, 1774, he was thirty-four years old., He enjoyed
a wide acquaintance with the leading men of his own colony
and in the neighboring colonies, A large number of the prin-
¢ipal citizens of the town escorted him to Middletown on
his departure, At New Haven, Deane and his party were joined
by Colonel Dyer snd at Fairfield by Judge Sherman.24

At Philadelphia, Deane was anxioues to meet and Jjudge
the temper and caliber of his fellow delegates to Congress,
The first night he dined with some delegates from Boston

and two from South Carolina--many, like himsgelf, gentlemen

22'00rreepondenoo of Bilas Deane, Delegate to the
Pirst and Second Congress at Philadelphia," Cgl%ectigng of

the Connecticut Historical Soclety (Hartfora, 1879),
II, 135-36.

23American Archives, Peter Force, ed., 4th ger.,

6 vols. (Washington, 1837-1846), I, 895,

24

John Adams, The Works of John Adame, Charles Francis
Adams, ed,, 10 vole., (Boston, 1350-33;, EI, 145,






in the mercantile business. "The glass had circulated Jjust
long enough to raise the spirites of everyone to that nice
point which is Just above disguise or suspicion," Deane
wrote., "Of consequence I saw that it was an excellent op-
portunity to know their real aituation.'25 Deane was pleased
with the delegates from Virginia and the other southern states.
"They appear,® he confided to his wife, "like men of impor-
tance- socliable, sensible, and spirited men.' As a patriot
he spoke of the "proespects of unanimity,® as a statesman he
recognized the "arduous task before ue," and as a politician
he noted: "The more I converse in the city the more I see
and lament the virulence of party." So it was with open eyes
that Deane prophesied the future greatness of Congress and
publicly declared himself a secessionist. As a nationalist
Deane recognized the supreme authority of Congress in the
affairs of the United Colonles. He declared: "The Congress
is the greatest and most important assembly ever held in
America. . . . All America is entrusted to it and depends
upon it. ., . . The resolutions of Congress shall be the laws
of the Msdes and the Persians.'?® If Deane proved a poor
rrophet he, at leaet, placed himeelf on record as a strong
advocate of the Union,

25Connecticut Historical Collections, II, 145.

26Edmund C. Burnett, The Continental Congress
(New York, 1941), p. 24,

10
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During the interlude between the meetings of the Con-
tinental Congress of 1774 and 1775, Deane showed himself
busily occupied with forwarding the revolutionary cause. To
Ebenezer Watson, editor of the Courant, he publicly stated
his attitude rega;dlng independence: "There is no alterna-
tive except submit or prepare to resist even unto blood."??
Before the re-asesembling of the Congress in 1775 Deane added
to his reputation as a revolutionist., He not only signed a
rromissory note to help pay the cost of the expedition a-
gainst Ticonderoga but shared in the stragetic plans for the
expedition.ze The attempt and capture of Ticonderoga was
not an act of bravado but a cold and calculated military
move, It was fortunate because it was the captured cannon
from Ticonderoga that later forced the British to evacuate
Boston. For his share in this success Silas Deane deserved
well of his country-men. For a time he was nicknamed for
the fort whose capture he had helped plan and underwrite,2d
Between sesslions of the Continental Congress, Deane also
wrote an agreement which was signed by one hundred young
men who volunteered for the "Lexington Alarm" of 1775.

27Hebb, Correspondence and Journals, I, 30-32,
28'rhe Public Records of the State of Connecticut,

From October 6, to Februar 1778, Charlee J. Hoadly,
ed. (Hartford, 1%91&5, P. 292,

zgcgnnecticgs Historical Collections, II, 266.






In this they pledged their services and also pledged to
refrain from drunkenness, gaming and profanity.3°

Deane retained the affection and respect of his constit-
uents. This is shown by his re-election to the General As-
sembly and his continued re-appointment as a Justice of the
Peace in Wethersfield.31 Such were the feelings of his fellow
townsmen in 1776 even though later he was to fall a victim
of local politice in the state legislature,

When the Second Continental Congress met, Deane became
actively engsged in the committee work of the Congress. The
lines of diviesion between revolutionists and loyaliste were
more sharply drawn than in the previous session. The de-
termination to resist the mother country and her policles
wae by no means unanimous. Some members of the Congrees de-
bated with themselves, but Deane demonstrated his attitude
by his committee work rather than by worde on the floor of
fhe Congress. With George Washington, Colonel FPhilip
S8chuyler of New York, and others he was appointed to con-
gider means of procuring military edppliee for the col-
oniel,32 and together with Washington to estimate the cost of
equipping an army.33 He helped formulate the rules of the

0
3 8tiles, gnclent Wethersfield, I, 495; Connecticut
Historical Collections, II, 215.

31Pu.blic Records of Connecticut, 1776-1778, pp. 40,223,

32Jburnals of the Continental Congress, Worthington
Chauncey Ford, ed., 34 vols. (Washington, 1905-37), II, 67.

33Ibid., P. 102,
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navy and on October 15, 1775, selected and purchased the first
vessel for the newly created navy.34 On 8eptember 18, 1775,

he wae appointed a member of the Committee of Secrecy to pur-
35

chage arms and ammunition in Europe, With George Washing-
ton again he served on etill another committee to draf$ rules
and regulations for the army.36 With John Adams and Ben jamin
Franklin he was appointed to make an inquiry, during the next
recess of Congress, about virgin lead and leaden ore, and

the best means of refining this minerul.37 As a member of
the Committee of Nine, he was appointed to consider the im-
portation of 500 tons of powder and saltpetre and sulphur,

40 brass cannon, 20,000 mueket locks, and 10,000 stande of

38

He was also appointed to a committee to con-
39

good arnme,
sider the means of supplying the army with provisions.
Theee assignments certainly attest to willingness to serve
and his prominence in congressional affalre at thls tlme,
Mercantile experience gave Deane the background for
definite opinione regarding the commercial policies intro-

41via., 111, W20,
35m1a., p. 470.
114, 11, 122.
3101a., p. 23b.
®1p1a., 1II, 471,
P via., po. 257-58
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duced for discussion in Congrese. When the "State of Trade'
was debated Deane declared, "We must have trade; I think we
ought to apply abroad; we must have powder and goods; we

ko Such words meant

can't keep our people easy without it."
that he favored opening American ports to foreign ships.
Thls had not been permitted under the English Navigation
Acts, and his statement that "we ought to apply abroad’
could only mean that foreign aid should be sought.

In a letter to his wife Deane summed up his own atti-
tude in regard to hie activities in Congress: ". . . This
morning, Colonel Schuyler and I rode as far as the falls
at 8chuylkill; owr ride was to consult a plan we are form-
ing for another bold etroke like that of Ticonderoga (which
is become my nickname at times). People here, members of
Congress and others, have unhappily thought me a schemer;
this has brought me rather more than my share of busineses in
a committee way . « ¢« . I £ind however, that he that has
least to do in public affairs stand the fairest chance of
happiness.'¥l Deane assured his wife: "We meet at nine and
sit until three, which leaves us little time for other act-
1vitiee.'“2 This would assume his complete engrossment with
the affairs at hand.

401p14., p. 492,

4lephe Deane Papers,” Collections of the New York
Historical Society, 5 vols. (New York, 1886-1890), I, 61.

uzggnnegticut Historical Collections, II, 255,312.
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There is ample evidence that a certain amount of sec-
tional and group interest existed in Congress, but seeming-
ly Deane falled to arouse the resentment of any member or
members of Congress, with the possible exception of Samuel
Adams who later wae to recall that he had always been sus=-
ricious of Deane.h3 However, Deane soon 4id fall for re-
election for Congress by the General Assembly of Connecticut,
The reason for this fallure 1s not clear, but Governor
Trumbull, in a letter to Deane, attributed it to the malice
and envy of freemen, "We have a strange people here as
well as elsewhere,” he wrote, "who say, 'It is dangerous to
trust so great a power as you now have for a lohg time in the
handes of one set of men, lest they grow too self-important,
and [cause] a great deal of mischief in the end."‘“"

Deane was hurt by the news that he had not been return-
ed to Congress. He felt that his recall was a censure on
hies conduct and considered returning to Connecticut and de-
manding a pudblic 1nveat1gation.u5 But this he never dia.

To his wife he expressed no bitterness, regret, or self-
pity but perhaps a tinge of self-righteousnees. "My prin-
ciples are (the eye of God knows them, end the most envious
eye of man or the bitterest tongue of slander cannot find

L
3Bamuel Adamse, The Writings of Samuel Adams, Harry A.
Cushing, ed., 4 vols. (New York, 190k-8), 1V, 68.

MNew York Historical Collections, I, 86-88,
ks

Connecticut Historical Collections, II, 339-40,







anything in my political conduct to contradict them) to sac-
rifice all lesser considerations to the service of the whole,
and in this tempestuous season to throw cheerfully overboard
private fortune, private emolument, even my life--if the ship,
with the Jewel of liberty, may be safe, This being my line
of conduct, I have calmness of mind which more than balances

k6 If action

my external troubles, of which I have net a few."
speaks louder than words Deane placed the colonial cause a-
bove self-interest, for in spite of his fallure to be re-
elected he continued to serve,

One of the last acts of the Naval Committee of the Bsc-
ond Continental Congress was to direct Deane to go at once to
New York, buy a ship to carry twenty nine-pounders, and a
sloop of ten gune, £it them out and send them through the
sound to New London for seamen and arms, Deane reported to
his wife that "Colonel Dyer pleaded, scolded, fretted, even
threatened me to set out for home with him," but Deane de-
cilded to remain and help with the naval preparation. Having
selected his "line of conduct® he was determined to follow
1,47

Vhen Richard Henry Lee of Virginia introduced his famous
resolution for independence of June 6, 1776, three avenues

of resistance procedures were presented to the Congress. Al-

4€1via., pp. 289-90.
%71pia., pp. 39-50.
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though all were interrelated, each could be pursued independ-
ently. He recommended working toward independence, foreign
aild and allliances, and the opening of ports to foreign (non-
British) commerce.u8
The decision to seek forelgn ald was agonizing for the
colonists. The decision to declare for independence had been
disruptive to their inherent loyalty. This further step
seemed equally so., Some thought it would destroy all hope
for reconcilation with the mother country, othere thought it
diegraceful, and a small minority felt it unnecessary. It
took time and debate to make the decision to appoint a com-
mittee of five "for the sole purpose of corresponding with
our friends in Great Britain, Ireland, and other parts of
the world,**9
A significant festure of this committee was its power
to act on ite own initiative. Ths only restriction was that
the committee should lay ite correspondence before Congress
when so directed. Without etipulating any restraints Con-
grese pledged itself to pay the committee's expenses. This
included the payment of any agents that the committee might
£ind it useful to employ. A sum of money was placed at the
dispoeal of the committee, Ites membere were Benjamin Franklin,

BenJjamin Harrison, Thomas Johnson, John Dickinson, and John

”8Journals of Congress, V, 425,
49114,
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Jay.5° Two months later Robert Morris was added., Called
firet the Committee of Correspondence, the word "secret"

was soon added and 1t was desgignated the Committee of Secret
Correspondence until April 17, 1777, when Congress resolved
that "for the future, it be styled the Committee For Foreign
Affairs." Thie was actually the beginning of the Department
of State.

To probe sentiment abroad and obtain other information
useful in the coming struggle, the Committee of Secret Cor-
respondence took a significant step toward foreign ald on
December 13, 1775. It then made a especific request to Arthur
Lee in London to learn the disposition of foreign powers to-
ward the Americans, At the same time 1t warned him that
*great circumspection and impenetrable eecrecy" were essen-
t1a1.51

The country to which Congress naturally looked for help
was France, the established rival of Great Britian. Through

5°The first committee created by Congress, with broadly
defined authority, was the Secret Committee. On July 5, 1776
it was renamed the Committee of Commerce. It had powere to
let contracts for the importation of powder and munitions,
and on October 6, 1776, was impowered to export produce in
payment for its purchases., The membership of the two com-

mittees, the Committee of Commerce and the Secret Committee
of Correspondence, was almost identical and some confusion

resulted. Stourgh, Gerald, Benjamin Franklin snd American
Foreign Policy. (Chicego, 1954), pp. 116-27.

511‘he Revolutionary Diplomatic Correspondence of the
United States, Francis Wharton, ed., 6 vols. (Washington,

1889), II, 63.
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a Frenchman, named Bonvouloir, "a traveler out of curiosity"
who strongly denied any official status, the Committee learn-
ed that the French government would probably not put any ob-
stacles in their way if they desired to obtain in France
gsupplies of which the colonies were in so urgent noed.52
Early in January of 1776 two Frenchmen, Peney and Pliarne,
after having approached General Washington, appeared in
Philadelphia and entered into negotiations with the Committee
to supply munitions of war and other goode, hinting that the
French government would not be opposed to such commercial
activltles.53 The Committee of Secret Correspondence and
the Secret Committee both felt that the time had come to
approach France directly and to see if supplies could be
obtained,

The man selected by the Committee of Secret Correspond-
ence for this delicate task was Silas Deane, "lame duck" from
Connecticut, Why he was selected may be deduced from the
fact that he had worked with the members of this committee
on many other committee assignments, and they felt that he
knew the needs of the country and especially those of the
army and the navy. As he was available and willing to go,

this fact may also have entered into the decision to select

52Jbeeph1ne F. Pancheco, French Agents In America,
Unpublished Ph.D. thesis. University of Chicago,1950.

53Burnett, The Continental Congress, p. 142,



him. Deane immediately accepted the commission. Thie does
not necessarily mean that he was unawvare of the difficulties
he faced and the sacrifices he must meske. His wife was in
poor health, his eon, Jesse, was at a tender age, and Deane
had been away from home for a long time. 1In a letter to his
wife he admitted that he knew he was needed at home: "I can
but feel for the pain I must give you by this adventure, but
on all occasions you will have this satisfaction, that let
what will happen, you have in every situstion dliecharged your
duty as one of the best partners and wives, while on my part,
by a peculiar fatality attending me from my first entrance
into public life, I have ever been involved in one scheme and
adventure after another, so as to keep my mind in constant
aglitation and my attention fixed on other objects than my own
immedliate 1ntereats.'5u

By the terms of his sgreement with the second committee,
the Commerce Committee, Deane was authorized to export from
France certain srticles sultable for the Indians. He was
given specific instructions as to the variety and quality
of merchandise he was to buy, He was also to receive a clear
commission of five percent on the original cost of such re-
mittances in Europe. The United Colonies were to bear the
full coet, including insurance, and the risk of capture at

sea, The agreement was signed by the entire committee.55

5bConnzcticut Historical Collections, II, 362,

55New York Historical Collectlons, I, 116.
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At the same time he was commissioned by the Secret Com-
mittee of Correspondence to "go to France, there to transact
such business, commercial and political, as we have committed
to his care, in behalf and by authority of the Congress of
the Thirteen United Colonies.'56 Such were the terms of
Deane'e contracts,

Before leaving, Deane obtalined from the committees
58

contracts, 1nstructione,57 letters of introduction, and

a "Character Testimonlal® which was signed by all the mem-
bers in town except Bartlett of New Hampshire, the Adamees
end Ward,'59 It seems that this would refute definitely any
suggestions by his enemies that he had slipped out of the
country without the knowledge of Congress, Deane wrote his
wife: "And now, by Dear, are not the ways of providence dark
and inscrutable to us shortsighted mortals, Surely they are.
My enemies thou't to triumph over me and bring me down, yet
all they 414 has been turned to the opening a door for the
greatest and moet extensive uéefulness, if I succeed; but

if I faill,--why then the Cause I am engaged in, and the im-
portant part I have undertaken, will justify my adventurlng.'6°

561p1a., p. 119

57Wharton, Diplomatic Correspondence, II, 78,

58New York Historical Collections, I, 127.

59connecticut Historical Collections, II, 360.
601p4a,, p. 363.
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By order of the President of the Continental Congress
he was assigned an officilal guard of twenty troopers under
a proper officer to escort him to the Capes--his point of
departure.61 Such wae the civic and political background of
81las Deane, merchant of Connecticut, and his entrance upon
the scene of international politics and the beginning of his

great contribution to the Revolution,

61Force, Americsn Archives, 4th ser., V, 774,




CIHAPTIR II
MISSION TO FRANCE: AGENT OF THE COMMITTEE

Deane's misslon to France falles into two parte., Dur-
ing the first phase, from July, 1776, until December, 1776,
Deane was the sole representative of the Committee of Seoret
Correspondence and served both as a diplomatic and a com-
mercisl agent, Later, from December of 1776 until his re-
call, Deane, Franklin, and Arthur lee formed a commiesion
authorized by Congress with a joint responesibility to negoti-
ate an allliance with France,

Deane'es instructions were contained in a letter from
the Secret Committee of Correspondence of March 3, 1776, He
then sailed for France in March of 1776 going first to the
Bermudas and entering the Continent by the way of S8pain,
Thie was to reduce the danger of being captured by an Englieh
man-of-war, He made his way over the Pyrenees, visited
several French citles and arrived in Paris in July, He was
to pose as a merchant buying goods for the Indian trade,

He was also, if possible, to secure supplies from the French
government and to promote an alliance., 1In addition he was
to defend the colonles againet all "calumnies," contact
C.¥.F, Dumas, a colonial agent in Holland, arrange a meeting
with Dr, Fdward Bancroft of London, and correspond with Mr,

Arthur Lee, an agent of the colonies in London.1

1Wharton, Diplomatic Corresvondence, II, 78-79.







Deane entered upon his mission with caution and some

embarrassment, He 414 not know the language or the customs

of the land and, especially, was he ignorant of the etiquette

of the French Court, For a "merchant from Connecticut® to
be received by the French Ministers was more than he dared
expect, In fact, he was warned in his instructions that the
French Court might nof like it to be publicly known that any
agent of the colonies was in the country, Monsieur le Roy,
at the Louvre, and Monsiewr Barbeu 4u Bourg, he was told,

"will introduce you to the friends of America,"Z

Deane'e arrival in Pgris introduced him into a new
node of life, He at first stayed in a very ordinary hotel
and attempted to make himself inconspicuous by frequently
changing his lodging place. His manner and mode of living
were dictated partly by his limited finances., Throughout
the first phase of his mission Deane was never free from
financlal worries, Ample evidence of this 1s to be found
in both his private correspondence and official reports to
the Committee of Secret Correspondence, On August 18, 1776,
Deane wrote the Committee of Secret Correspondence: "I must
again remind you of my situation here, The bille designed
for my use are protested, and expenses rising fast in
consequence of the business on my hands, which I may on no

account neglect, and a small douceur, though I have been

21b14., II, 79.
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sparing in thet wsy, 1e cometimes of the utmost immortance.
The cuentity of stores to be shioped will armount to a2 lerge
sum; the very cherge of them will be grest, for wvhich I anm
the only responeible person."3 To C.N.F, Dumas, the colonie~l
egent in Hollené, he devicted himeelf " ., . . 88 a private
gentlemen; as such I a2m in Psrie, anéd that chsracter T chall
keep, unleee oblired to alter it. Parnde and pomo bave no
cherme in the eyes of 2 patriot, or even a man of common
genee; but at the eame time, I can never submit to the chang-
ing of my nsme, unlees I 2rm convinced thet eo humilisting a
step willl promote the service of my country."u

Desne was warned arnd wss very conecloue of being
gurrouncded by Britlieh agents, =2nd he knew every word uttered
vould be repcrtec in most unplesesnt 1lirht to the French
¥inistere, "My arrival rere, my name, my lodsing, ond meny
other verticulers heve been renorted to the Britieh acéminle-
tretion . . . tre cilty eswvsrms with Englicshmen, =nd se money
purchases everything in thie country, I have had, and etill
heve, s moet diTficult tasrk to 2voild their meachinstlions.
Not & ccffee-house or thester or other nlsce or vublic
divereion but ewarme with their emieesriee . . . "5 To

orevent any embarrassing incldente Deesne determined tc avold

31vid., II, 124.
H1p14., p. 128.
5Ibid., p. 123.
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meeting any English-speaking people in public, Thie caueed
Beaumarchais to remark: "If M, Deane does not open his
mouth before the English speaking people he meets, he must
be the most gilent man in Paris for I defj him to say six
consecutive words in French,*S

In Paris Deane was warmly received, After his arrival
he lost no time in presenting his letter of introduction to
N, du Bourg, an influential scientist and friend of Benjamin
Franklin, M. 4u Bourg, upon Deane's insistence, arranged
an interview for him with M, de Vergennes, Minister of
Foreign Affairs, The interview was secret and was oon-
ducted tﬁrough an interpreter, For two hours Vergennes
sought to learn about the colonies and Deane sought to learn
the poseibilities of French aid and how the contemplated
American Declaration of Independence would be received in
Europe., Vergennes was careful to proint out that any
officlal aid given by France could disturb friendly rela-
tions with England. But at the same time he assured Deane
that as a private citizen he was free to carry on any kind
of commerce in the kingdom., Vergennes also remarked that
the French army had recently adopted a number of new
weapons and that the o0ld models etill remained in the arse-
nals, Deane was told that he should consider himself under

6? csimiles of Manuscripte ting ¢ erica in the

chiveg of Euro -1 Ben jJamin Franklin Stevens,
ed., vols. (London, 1890), #889.
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the protection of the French Court, and, though he would
not be officlally recognized, he could always reach M, de
Vergennes through M, Gerard, head of the political section
of the French Foreign Office, As the interview ended Ver-
gennes assured Deane "that the reople and their cause are
very respectable in the eyes of disinterested peraona.'7
Desne was pleased, and he had just cause to feel that he
and the cause he represented had been well received,

Little did Deane know or realize that since 1763
France had been expecting and preparing for such an agent
as he, In 1763 the Duc de Choiseul, Minister of Foreign
Affairs, “"scarcely before the ink was dry on the pon'B'had
originated the policy of preparing for the next round in
the Anglo-French struggle, The flles of the French Foreign
Office already contained maps of the coast of England with
designated landing areas, and through the years a variety
of French agents had felt and reported the temper of English-
men in North Anorica.9 Also the army and especlally the navy
had been systematically onlarged.lo Perhaps the time had

7Wharton, Diplomatic Correspondence, II, 116,

8James Rockford to Lord Shelburne, January 7, 1767,
Shelburne Papers, vol, 38: 94, Clements Library,

9Pacheco, French Agents in America, p. 45; James Breck
PerkinsaeFrance in the American Revolution, (New York, 1911),

p. U5, » 54, 62; Edwin S, Corwin, French Pollcy snd th
American Alllance of 1778, (Princeton, 1918), p. 73-%,

1°lev Mgterials For the Histo§§ of the American Revolu-
tion, John Duran, ed, (New York, 1889), ppr. 32-33,
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come to re-open the struggle -~ that was a declsion that must
be made by the ministers of France,

In 1776 the form of the despotic government of Louis
XIV remained, but where Louls XIV had dominated his minis-
ters, Louls XVI was dominated by his ministers, Louis XVI
wlshed to serve France and considered its interests as
P¥imary but in the end was unable or unwilling to resist
the pro-American views of his three principsl advisers, They
were Comte de Haurepas,ll the King's principal advisor, an
eastute political observer; M, Sartine, Minister of Marine,
an able administrator; and Comte de Vergennes, Minister of
Poreign Affairs, heir to Choiseults policy of revenge and
strong man of the government, M. Turgot, Controler of the
Treasury, opposed any war because of the strain it would
Place on the French treasury., Turgot, had he remained,
might have been ablt to influence Louis XVI from war, but
his reeignatien in May of 1776 removed the last barrier to
the pro-American policy: French intervention was only a
question of *how" and ®when!'. The question of "when" forced
the French to adopt a policy of "watochful waiting," and the
final decision was made when Vergennee felt that the tide of
battle had definitely turned in favor of the Americans, The
answer to~thev'how' was supplied by a most extraordinary

person, M, Caron Beaumarchais,

11nadame Campan ries sur la vie privee Marie
pntoinette, 3 vole, (Parie: LA T R 1) Y, 50, —
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The relationship between M, Vergennes, Minister of
Foreign Affairs, and M, Beaumarchais is a study in contrast-
ing personalities working for a common gosl, In 1776 M, de
Vergenneg was fifty-four years 0ld, He had been trained
from his youth in diplomacy and had served his apprentice-
ship in the principal courts of Europe, Grave, laborious,
snd methodical in manner, he could keep his own counsel
until the time for action arrived., From the first he seems
to have wished the Americans well if only in order to humble
England, but he was determined to take no rash step that
would embarrass France without the vossibility of realizing
French obJjectives, His political morals were certainly not
inferior to those of the average diplomat of his day, It
is a known fact that he was not above employing spies among
his friends as well as among his enemies, It is questionable
whether much transpired which was not known to him, The
fact that he left office as a man of moderate means would
suggest that he had been scrupulously honest as far as
handling state finances was concerned, That he could and
did deliberately deceive lLord Stormont, the British Am-
bassador, was coneldered a legitimate rule of statecraft.12

An early enthuslastic and vociferious convert to the

American cause was M, Caron Beaumarchais, self-styled

lzldams, Works, I, 229; Perkins, France In the Americ
Revolution, pp. 38-51; Corwin, French Fslicz and the American
Alllance of 1778, pp. 3-9, 54-60,

29



30

"Watchmaker of the King," unsalaried music teacher of the
King's daughters, Controller of the pantry, Secretary of
the King (by right of purchase), author of the popular drama
Le Marlage de Figaro, husband of a rich widow, and a man
trusted by two kings on missions so delicate that they could
not be handled through the regular diplomatic channele.l3

It was in London while on a "delicate miesion" that
Beaumarchais met Arthur Lee, sagent of the colonies, at the
home of John Wilkes, the well known English radical, There
is little doubt that Beaumarchais, whether from over-en-
thusiaem or some other design, promised lLee five million
livres worth or arms and ammunition for the American cause,
but there 1is poeitive proof that he was not authorized to
commit the French government to one sou, With all the geal
he possessed, Beaumarchals launched a one man crusade to
win officlal French support for the American cause, He
bombarded Vergennes and the King with long memorials
showing that it was to the advantage of France to support

14 The proof of Vergenne's approval

the cause of the rebels,
is adequately exrressed in his gesture of forwarding to the
king Beaumarchais! suggestions and recommendations for

officlal aid to the revolting colonies., It was Beaumarchals

13Charles J. S8tille, Beaumarchals and "the Lost Million",
(Philadelphia, 1890); Laura Charlotte Sheldon, ce and the
rican Revpluti (Ithaca, New York, 1900); Blanche E, -
ard, Begumgrc%gig and the American Revolution, (Boston, 1910).
l4gtevens, Pacsimiles, #1311, 1320, 1328,



who devised the plan whereby the French government could
secretly aid the Americans, a plan which would also relieve
the government of all responsibility -- namely a private
ecorporation using official funds,15

If Beaumarchals was enthusiastic about his plans for
ald to the Americans, Vergennes was no less calculating in
evaluating the risks involved, For some time Vergennes
had been reviewing the Anglo-French relations and explain-
ing to Loule XVI and his colleagues the possible results
for Franoce of French aid to the colonies, His final de-
cision was that aid might be secretly given but active
intervention should at firset be postponed, pending further
devolopnentl.16

Deane's Commercial Activities

One of the factors that had determined the Becret
Committee of Correspondence to select Deane for the Misslon
to France was his thorough knowledge of the needs of the
American army, This he had acquired by his work with
various congreesional committees desling with the Armed
Services, His first interview with Vergennes had resulted
in permission to trade freely and the information that the

French army had been newly equipped. Vergennes was even

15Durand, New Materials For the History of the Ameri-
can Revolution, pp. 87-103,

16gyevens, Faceimiles, #1310, 1316, 1319, 1320,
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thoughtful enough to suggest that Deane communicate with
Beaumarchals and upon Deane's inquiry regarding Beaumarchais?
financial standing, assured him that Beaumarchais was capable
of fulfilling a large contract.17 Deane acted promptly and
when Beaumarchals, as head of the House of Roderique Hortalez
and Company, offered to ship three million livres of goods
on the oredit of Congress, Deane, with Vergennes! approval,
accepted.

Deane, in gratitude but at first with some bewilderment,
wrote to the Secret Committee of Correspondence: "That a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>