War and/or Peace: The XYZ Affair and Quasi War With France


	France during the French revolution was a changing nation with changing policies. By 1797, the Revolution had evolved into its own sort of being with supporters in all ranges of society. The French had seen the execution of their former king and the Royal family, the uprising of the lower classes, the defeat of the royalists, the reign and fall of Robespierre and the terror of the Guillotine, and Napoleon was gaining fame as a young lesser general who had just gained glorious victories for the Revolution in Italy and Austria. The French had declared themselves enemies of any power that opposed its Liberalism and were fighting a war on all fronts. (William Doyle,  The French Revolution) This war and defense of their precious Revolutionary government lead the French to actions that would soon put the United States in a position of difficulty. These actions began in the early 1790’s, and finally came to a head in 1797 with the XYZ affair. Communications and a lack there of would nearly bring the United States and France into a full scale war, which the United States couldn’t win, and France couldn’t afford. 


		


That since the commencement of the present war, various and continual complaints have been made by the citizens of the United States to theDepartment of State, and to the ministers of the United States in France, of injuries done to their commerce under the authority of the French republic, and by its agents. These Injuries were


	1st. Spoilations and maltreatment of their vessels at sea by French ships of War and Privateers.


	2nd. A distressing and long continued embargo laid upon their vessels at Bordeaux, in the years 1793 and 1794


	3rd. The nonpayment of bills, and other evidences of debts due, drawn by the colonial administration in the West Indies.


	4th. The seizure or forced sales of the cargos of their vessels...


	5th. The non performance of contracts made by the agents of  Government for supplies.


	6th. The condemnation of their vessels and cargos...


	7th. The captures sanctioned by a decree of the National Convention.


From Pickerings report to the fourth Congress, Second session, 28 Feb. 1797. (Claude Swanson, 1)


	


	These actions were followed in France by individual condemnations of acts, which were then issued by a series of repeals of such acts. As the decade rolled on, more and more United States ships were coming under the capture of those of the French Navy and French privateers. The French revolutionary government, in response to American-English trading, had begun to overlook, and eventually condone such actions on the part of their own vessels. In addition, they claimed (just as the British would leading to the war of 1812) that some sailors on United States trading vessel were actually British citizens with either invalid or duel citizenship in the U.S. In response and in support of the firm revolutionary opposition to Royalist conservative governments, the French took it upon themselves to hamper trade between the United States and England. (Swanson, pp. 1-22)


	Such “hampered” ships were: Providence, Nancy, Ann & Susan,, Fame, Gideon, Act, Richmond, Esther & Eliza, & Isabella, all condemned and sold between June and August, 1797. (Swanson, p. 22)


	George Washington acknowledged privately his frustration with the French and the difficulties he had maintain a policy of neutrality while such difficulties mounted. (William Stinchcombe, p.9) By 1797, however, John Adams was President alongside a largely Federalist senate, but one with very outspoken minorities in the Republican party. As it became clear that the French problem would have to soon be dealt with, Adams began to form a foreign policy that centered around an overall peace with France. His policy focused on maintain the U.S. obligations to John Jay’s treaty negotiated with Britain without angering the French sufficiently to cause an all out war. (Stinchcombe, p.14) This course of action would prove very difficult.


	John Jay had arranged a peaceful trade agreement between the United States and Britain during Washington’s Presidency, and congress approved the treaty just before John Adams won his Presidency. The congress, however failed to allocate any funds to uphold the terms of the Jay treaty, and so the French weren’t wholly worried about its effects in 1797. The anger of the revolutionary government, however, was brewing and it was foreseen that when the treaty took full effect, France’s actions might become more extreme. (Stinchcombe, p. 14)


	With United States citizens in danger, the country’s free commerce threatened, and war with France becoming a realistic outcome, especially with Federalists in congress discussing it, John Adams decided to send a special envoy to France to work out negotiations and find a lasting peace with France. Much debate ensued and many appointments were attempted, and Hamilton, Adams, Madison and others finally persuaded their respective parties to an agreement of three men. Charles Pinckney, Eldebridge Gerry and John Marshall were chosen to go to France and meet with Tallyrand, the French foreign secretary. (Stinchcombe, p. 16)  Pinckey arrived in Europe fist, followed by Marshall and Gerry. The men made their way to Paris where they were given permission by the police to reside in the capitol as aliens. Upon their immediate request to converse with Tallyrand, the three were told that Tallyrand must first finish and submit a report on American affairs for the Revolutionary Directory. They soon after receive a letter from a Nicholas Hottinger (person W), delivered by Jean Conrad Hottinger (person X) stating that negotiations with Tallyrand will require a 50,000 Pound bribe. Pinckney responded famously: “No. No, not a sixpence.”  (Stinchcombe, p. 58) The response was then delivered to Tallyrand’s pier Pierre Ballany (person Y), who conveyed it to Tallyrand. After their refusal to pay the bribe, the three were moved to lesser apartments where a series of informal negotiations took place, from which no agreement was made. The members of the envoy proposed  one of them return to the U.S. in order to allocate funds if the French agree to temporarily cease violent action overseas, but they refused. Americans in Paris and others such as Thomas Paine even stepped in to attempt to sway the French, and some the Americans, to a compromise, but to no avail.(Stinchcombe, pp. 55-63) 


	The news of this incident inflamed the people of the United States. The British and Americans began discussions preparing for a defense of America against French invasion, and the United States military, just under 4,000 standing troops at the time, was expanded. The Department of the Navy was founded, and 12 ships were immediately put into its service. Laws were passed allowing the armament of private trading ships for defense against the French, and the Alien and Sedition acts were passed, allowing the jailing or deportation of foreign citizens deemed dangerous by the government. People of French descent within the U.S. were discriminated against, and some known to be friendly were transported outside the realm of the country by the government, and a limited state of war was declared. (Alexander DeConde, pp.83-87) Congress passed laws allowing the capture and salvage of French vessels, wherein half the captured value would be given to the crews, be they private or Navy. Perhaps most extreme example of action, Pelag Sprague of New Hampshire introduced a series of bills, the first allowing the capture of ALL French ships, armed or unarmed, (defeated 32-41) and the second called for an all out offensive war without official declaration (defeated 31-52) (DeConde, 105-106)


	This combination of xenophobia, paranoia and simple hatred of the French eventually wavered with Adam’s second envoy, equipped with clearer goals,  more resources and more support than the first. It was also addressing a more stable, less corrupt government and a new foreign minister. The envoy reached an agreement with France wherein the French would compensate the U.S. government for damages lost by the aggression of the previous decade if the U.S. would reinstate its treaties. The U.S. also agreed to offer refuge in its ports for French warships. The treaty was signed on October 3rd, 1800. (DeConde, 222-226)


	The interaction between France and the United States during the 1790’s was a clear failure of diplomacy. One man’s corruption and the refusal of two nations to come to terms cost lives and nearly lead to full scale war. It seems the fault of neither country, if not both, but a failure of two peoples to rise above their own pride and beliefs (which were remarkably similar and even enter twined) to rise above simple and even miniscule differences. Had a war broken out between the two Republics, the only definite cause would have been pride. Though there was no full scale conflict, many lives were lost and the commerce of two nations was put in jeopardy for nearly a decade. The ability of John Adams and the congress to work out their differences within a short period of time combined with the transformation of the French Revolution saved both nations from a war which neither could afford. 
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