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 The passenger on board the American ship Pigow, which left England in late September 

1794, kept mostly to himself. Posing as a Swiss traveler, he occupied his time by writing in his 

diary, reading, trying to humor his seasick dog, or just looking reflectively out to sea. Few on 

board questioned his identity; he was even complimented on the quality of his French. Things 

might have turned out badly when the Pigow ran across a 34-canon French naval vessel posing 

as a British ship, but the American boat was let go with only a few cursory questions, and the 

anonymous Swiss passenger left alone. It was not until November 25, as the boat sailed up the 

Delaware River only a day from Philadelphia, that he revealed his true identity. He was not 

Swiss but French: the Duke de La Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, the renowned liberal aristocrat who, 

on the famous night of August 4, 1789, had presided over the French constituent assembly when 

feudalism was declared dead. Now thrust into the turbulent Atlantic by the political storms 

sweeping across Europe, Liancourt had fled his country to avoid imprisonment—or worse.1  

 Liancourt’s solitude ended in Philadelphia. The day after he arrived, he dined at the house 

Théophile Cazenove, a Dutch banker of French descent, along with Talleyrand-Périgord, the ex-

Bishop of Autun, who had also served in the constituent assembly, and who would go on to be 

Napoleon’s foreign minister. Later that afternoon he saw Louis-Marie Vicomte de Noailles, 

LaFayette’s brother-in-law, a liberal aristocrat who had fought in the American Revolution and 

had later served in the French constituent assembly. He then walked to the corner of Front and 

Walnut streets, dropping into the bookstore run by Moreau de Saint-Méry, Martinique-born 

lawyer who had studied in Paris, practiced law in Saint Domingue, and become a Revolutionary 
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leader and president of the Electors of Paris in 1789. Still that same day he met Omer Talon, a 

former member of the Constituent Assembly, and Louis-Ange de La Colombe, La Fayette’s 

former aide-de-camp. These men, who had once gathered in the best salons of enlightened Paris, 

who had consorted with Franklin, fought with Washington, and overthrown the most powerful 

monarchy of Europe, had all washed up on American shores, refugees fleeing the very storms 

they helped unleash.2  

 These men represented only a tiny piece of the great migrations then transforming the 

French Atlantic world, however. The political volcanoes that tore apart France and Saint 

Domingue in the early 1790s spewed wave after wave of refugees. Thousands of French-

speaking people, often in desperate condition, huddled in cities along the American seaboard 

from Charleston to Boston, swelling the ranks of French immigrants in the larger port towns, and 

creating entirely new populations in others.3 But it was Philadelphia, the nation’s political hub, 

that saw the largest influx. By the end of the decade, the capital of the United States counted an 

estimated 5,000 French-speakers: roughly ten percent of the city’s population. “Our city 

thronged with French people of all shades from the Colonies, and those from Old France,”  

remembered one Philadelphian, “giving it the appearance of one great hotel, or place of shelter 

for strangers, hastily collected together from a raging tempest.” 4  

 This paper has several aims. The most straightforward is to uncover this cosmopolitan 

French-American world in order to assess the impact of the French Atlantic on the early 

republican United States.5 These émigrés offer a useful perspective through which to understand 

the transatlantic dimensions of several aspects of early US life: its political culture, at a time 

when the most bitter political debates—from the Jay Treaty through the Alien and Sedition Acts 

to the Quasi-War with France—all revolved around the politics of the French Atlantic; its 
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economic history, and in particular the culture of transatlantic land speculation that was shaping 

the geographic, social, and political contours of the new republic; and finally, broad geo-political 

issues bearing on the French presence in the Mississippi Valley, and on Franco-American 

relations during the period from 1789 to 1803.  

 On a historiographical level, this paper seeks to respond to several gaps in Atlantic 

history. First, by examining the trans-Appalachian West of North America, it incorporates an 

area that has been largely ignored in an Atlantic history that remains focused on oceans and 

coasts. As we will see, however, the backcountry was a site which both shaped and was shaped 

by the larger currents of the Atlantic world. Secondly, engaging with what might be called the 

“French Atlantic,”  this paper incorporates a dimension of the Atlantic world that that has been 

largely absent in much English-language historiography on Atlantic history.6  

 Finally, on a more experimental, methodological level, this paper seeks to operate on 

several levels of historical analysis—from the micro and local to the regional and economic to 

the global and geopolitical—and thus bring into dialogue not just historiographies, but historical 

approaches, that have often remained separate. Can micro-history speak to political and 

economic history? Does diplomatic history look different when framed as a study of kinship and 

sociability? What are the uses of a narrative genre within contemporary historiography? Perhaps 

these questions can be raised if not answered.  

 

The French in Philadelphia  

 It is difficult to speak of a “French community”  in the singular, for the French in 

Philadelphia diverged in social class and political orientation. The émigrés who are the subject of 

this paper composed a tight-knit community. Some former members of the Constituent 
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Assembly of 1789, others veterans of the American Revolution, many were eminent political 

figures. Unlike the first wave of émigrés, who left France in 1789 and 1790 hoping for the 

restoration of the ancien régime, these mostly liberal aristocrats were committed to what they 

called “ the principles of 1789,”  only fleeing in the period after 1793. Many had returned by the 

end of the decade, when French laws were changed to allow for the repatriation of émigrés.  

 Another segment of the French community was working class: artisans and tradesmen 

who supported the most radical aims of the French Revolution, much like their counterparts in 

Paris. One émigrée left a description of this group, which she encountered when her ship first 

landed: “ordinary people: tradesmen who had been ruined, workmen seeking jobs. They all 

seemed to us more or less in sympathy with the Revolution, and they, in their turn, looked on us 

as aristocrats fortunate to have escaped the death which, according to them, we fully merited.” 7 

These French radicals operated in the sites familiar to historians of the early US republic: in the 

political clubs, coffee houses, and taverns of Philadelphia; through print, in local newspapers like 

Courrier Français of Philadelphia (which may have been subsidized by the French foreign 

ministry) or Moreau’s Courier de l’Amérique; and in the parades and politics of the street: 

marching on patriotic occasions like July 4 and July 14, gathering for toasts, speeches, and 

drunken fêtes.8 These were the people who would panic the conservative Federalists responsible 

for the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798. Serious tensions divided this group from the liberal 

aristocrats, as attested to in Moreau de Saint-Méry’s account of a July 4th parade in New York:  

From the house of Talleyrand and Beaumetz … we saw the annual fête of American 
independence. The Governor [Clinton, a Republican] and the people who accompanied 
him in this fête were preceded by a long procession of French Jacobins, marching two by 
two, singing the Marseillaise and other republican songs. Both times, going to the fête 
and bringing the Governor back from it, they interrupted themselves to address invectives 
to us in the windows where they saw us, Talleyrand, Beaumetz, Cazenove, La Colombe, 
Baron de la Roche and me. The Minister of France to the United States, Genêt, brother of 
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Mme. Campan, was in the procession and sang and insulted us like all the others…. We 
wept for out country and for him!” 9  

Such accounts attest to the significant French presence in the radical political networks of the 

1790s—a group that has long been overlooked in studies of transatlantic radicalism in the late 

eighteenth century.10  

 But this was not the only group that scorned the “centrist”  émigrés; they were equally 

spurned by a third element of the French community: conservative royalists. Most of the 

conservatives seem to have come from Saint Domingue, and would remain in the US long after 

France had abandoned any hope of reconquering Haiti, still bitter, still harboring dreams of 

taking back their island and their former privileges.11 (It was not the last time such a group would 

stir up trouble on American shores.) Although conservative royalists from France mostly stayed 

in Europe, a few made their way to the United States. One of these was Marino, a pastry chef 

from the French courts who opened a pâtisserie in Philadelphia, and whose political views may 

be gleaned from the report of a witness in his shop when Constantin-François Volney, the 

famous Enlightenment saloniste and author of Les Ruines, came to get food for a dinner party. 

Ordering a special pâté—Volney was expecting twenty for dinner, including the Duc d’Orléans 

and his brothers—the food and price were arranged. The trouble came when Marino learned his 

customer’s name. The pâtissier shouted out: “Volney! Volney! Volney!”   

It was superb to see; one could have painted the scene: his cotton cap on his head, his 
white apron folded over, and a huge knife at his belt. Suddenly leaving his casserole, his 
charcoal oven still burning, he began to shout in a thunderous voice, trembling with 
indignation: “Get out of here, misérable, get out of my kitchen, damned atheist… damned 
revolutionary”…. Thus I saw the very famous, too famous, monsieur Chasseboeuf de 
Volney enter and leave the most famous pâtissier of Philadelphia.12  

 
 The Francophone population in Philadelphia was, in short, divided. The “centrists”  who 

fled France in 1794 and 1795 were scorned by their compatriots as well as by many Americans, 

and assimilation was not easy. Most realized they would have to adapt to the peculiar moeurs of 
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their new country. Passing through Boston shortly after one emigrée’s departure, for instance, 

Talleyrand reported on the gossip circulating about her to a correspondent in London. “All the 

women of Boston…were extremely pleased by Mme de Gouvernet,”  he wrote. “She speaks the 

language well, her manners are simple and, which is highly recommended here, she sleeps with 

her husband every night.”  Talleyrand added for good measure: “warn Mathieu and Narbonne 

about this, be sure to tell them that it’s an essential quality in maintaining a good reputation in 

this country.” 13  

 Ironic humor—which seems to have been Talleyrand’s primary form of expression—was 

not the most common response to the émigrés’  new circumstances, however. Having lost 

families and fortunes at home, cut off from their friends and their past, their first experience was 

often depression. “ I am already completely bored with la société,”  wrote Liancourt after only 

four days in Philadelphia, each of them filled with an astonishing regimen of socializing, one 

dinner party fading into another. “ It’s not its fault; it’s mine. What is all this good for?”14 He 

eventually fled, touring the country, taking copious notes during his journey, a Voyage en 

Amérique published in eight volumes upon his return to France.15 Some of Liancourt’s friends 

found this a futile response. “Running away from what rides behind all of us”  is how Théophile 

de Cazenove described Liancourt’s travels. “This business of running around through countless 

tiresome towns strikes me as a miserable remedy against boredom.” 16  

 All commented on the momentous transformations the French Revolution had unleashed. 

“Alas! my God!,”  exclaimed the Comte de Moré, “ In the streets of Philadelphia, I met the greats 

become small, the ambitious cheated, fools punished, and men of yesterday who were nothing 

today; parvenus stunned that the wheel of fortune did not stay still for them, when their stars rose 

to their zenith.”17 One expatriate newspaper similarly commented on “events that succeed each 
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other with stunning speed.”18 The émigrés were indeed stunned. Some opened boarding houses 

and schools, or found employment by giving music, dance, or French classes to the children of 

local elites. When Moré entered Moreau de Saint-Méry’s bookstore looking for paper and quills, 

he was accosted by the owner.  

 “You have no suspicion,”  he asked with some urgency, “who I am and who I was?”   

 “Ma fois, non,”  the customer responded.  

 “Eh! bien,”  said Moreau, “ I was king of Paris for three days, and today in order to live I 

am forced to sell ink, quills, and paper in Philadelphia.” 19  

*  *  *  

 Faced with these disorienting changes, the French liberals turned inward, creating a 

tightly-knit community in the heart of Philadelphia. “Like Noah’s ark,”  is how Moré put it: 

plucked from a drowning world, these men committed to constitutional monarchy gathered 

together to wait out the storm.20 Most of the émigrés lived in the same neighborhood, some in the 

same house. Talleyrand and Beaumetz lived together, but they ate every day at Cazenove’s: 

“Thus,”  as Moreau wrote, “ the expression ‘ to dine at our house’  [when used by Talleyrand] 

meant dining at Cazenove’s.” 21 No doubt they were also drawn by the food: Cazenove had one 

of the few French chefs in town, which helped mitigate the émigrés’  brutal encounter with 

American cooking. “The United States are a country where, if there are thirty-two religions, 

there is only one dish,”  observed Talleyrand after his arrival. “And it is a bad one.” 22  

 Moreau’s bookstore served as a hub of this community. The printer of books and a 

newspaper, Moreau made his shop into a center for the circulation of political, social, economic, 

and scientific knowledge to Philadelphia from points throughout the French Atlantic world. As a 

resident member of the American Philosophical Society, Moreau was well connected to the 
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international scientific community, and he published several scientific pamphlets by members of 

the APS.23 His shop quickly became a social center. Every day he was in Philadelphia, according 

to Moreau, Talleyrand would drop by in the evening. “There alone and without interruption 

(except when Beaumetz, Talon, Blaçon, Noailles, Volney, Payen de Boisneuf, Demeunier, 

Boilandry, were with us all together or separately) we opened our hearts to one another, we 

poured out our feelings; and each of us knew the other’s most intimate thoughts.”  There they 

would spend their evenings “ in these delightful confidences”  until it was time to eat. When 

Moreau ate with his family, “Blaçon, Beaumetz, La Colombe often joined us at supper…. Gaiety 

reigned constantly at our reunions.” 24 Clearly these encounters served not only to exchange news 

and information, but also as a source of friendship and comfort for people who had been torn 

from their homes, families, and lives across the Atlantic.  

 Although he lived with his wife, Moreau’s list of men is typical of the writings I have 

seen, and women’s role in this French community has so far been difficult to assess. Famously 

central to the political events in France—in the salons of pre-revolutionary France and the streets 

of revolutionary Paris—it is unclear what role French women played in the American capital. 

Some of the expatriates, like Liancourt, came alone, leaving their wives to look after their 

property in France. Others, like Talleyrand, former Bishop, were unmarried—though according 

to some reports, he took pleasure in shocking Americans by parading in the streets with his 

mulatto lover.25 Much of the sociability of these men, at least in French circles, seems to have 

been exclusively male. By contrast, once they entered into the heterosocial life of greater 

Philadelphia they were back in the world of salons and parlor politics, a world in which women  

actively participated.26 And in these circles, the French were major players.  
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Socio-Political Networks  

 The French arrived when Philadelphia society was in its fullest bloom. It was the era of 

the great “Republican Court,”  when the social season featured “a continual succession of balls, 

dinner-parties, and other scenes of gayety and dissipation,”  Philadelphia establishing the 

manners and mores for imitators throughout the provinces.27 The excitement of this elite social 

world would never be recaptured in the centuries that were to see Philadelphia enter a long and 

sad decline, falling behind New York and eventually—the greatest ignominy!—Washington 

society. But in the 1790s Philadelphia reigned supreme, and the arrival of these famous 

aristocrats—veterans of the great Parisian salons—was a matter of pride and excitement for elite 

Philadelphians, a chance for them to parade their social life on an even larger stage, to connect 

their salons and dinner parties to the glitter of European aristocracy. “Yesterday Philadelphia was 

honored with nothing less than the arrival of a Prince,”  wrote the daughter of one prominent 

Philadelphian upon hearing that Louis-Philippe, Duc d’Orléans, was in town. “ [I] am in hourly 

expectation of a visit from this great personage. Are you not surprised that I write with so much 

composure!” 28 Immediately the French were bombarded with invitations to dinners, suppers, 

balls, and any other social event where they might spice up an evening. Philadelphians “ fawn 

over”  Talleyrand and Beaumetz, wrote Liancourt.29 They were, the French minister in 

Philadelphia reported, met by Hamilton and “ fêted, introduced to his friends; they are invited to 

dinner at all the houses comme il faut.”30  

 Some geographical observations suggest the contours of this world of sociability. The 

French aristocrats mostly settled in the area south of Market Street known as “New Society 

Hill.”31 (See Appendix 1) The social center here was 3rd Street between Spruce and Willing’s 

alley. On that single block lived the Binghams, where Anne Bingham held her famous salons; 
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the merchant Thomas Willing, Anne Bingham’s father; and Benjamin Chew and family—“only 

there,”  wrote Liancourt, “ je me trouve à mon aise et presque at home.” 32 Just behind the Willings 

and Binghams, fronting 4th Street between Spruce and Willing’s Alley, were two of Anne 

Bingham’s aunts, Mrs. William Byrd (of Westover) and Mrs. Powell, while her cousin, Edward 

Shippen, Chief Justice of the Pennsylvania Supreme Court, lived on other side of Fourth.33 

Alexander Hamilton, whom the French saw frequently, lived one street over.34 The Duc de 

Noailles inhabited this social world at its very core, living at the Binghams’  residence. Louis-

Philippe, the Duc d’Orléans, settled nearby, at the corner of 4th and Locust, while Talleyrand and 

Beaumetz lived only a few minutes away, at 2nd and Spruce.35 Moreau’s shop was two blocks in 

the other direction, at Front and Walnut Streets. When Liancourt reported eating “chez 

Richardet,”  this was probably at Samuel Richardet, “master of the City Tavern and Merchant’s 

Coffee House,”  around the corner on S. 2nd Street.36 Moreau attended St. Mary’s Church in the 

same neighborhood, on 4th between Spruce and Locust.37 Significantly, this section of town did 

not abut the area several blocks north of Market Street, around Race, Callowhill, and 2nd streets, 

known as “French Town,”  where most Francophones lived (also noted in Appendix 1). That 

neighborhood contained French boarding-houses, baths, artisans, and the community of French 

radicals who populated Philadelphia.38 This geographic segregation hints at the divisions that 

separated the various French communities, even as it suggests how the proximity of certain 

social spaces could nurture elite Franco-American social networks.  

 At the Binghams, Noailles lived in the center of what one contemporary called “ the 

highest social circle of Philadelphia.” 39 Anne and William Bingham had toured Europe in the 

1780s, where they had met some of the leading figures in London and Paris. (According to 

Jefferson, the ambitious William, who had “a rage for being presented to great men” while in 
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Paris, only obtained access thanks to “ the beauty of his wife.” 40) The salons of Paris particularly 

marked Anne, who noted the women’s wit, intelligence, and “great cultivation.”  Parisian women 

“are more accomplished, and understand the Intercourse of society better than in any other 

Country,”  she wrote to Jefferson in response to his attack on them. “We are irresistibly pleased 

with them, because they posses the happy Art of making us pleased with ourselves.”  What most 

impressed Bingham—she seems to have been just as ambitious as her husband, but in a subtler 

way—were the political openings Parisian salon life created for women. “The Women of France 

interfere in the political of the Country, and often give a decided Turn to the Fate of Empires,”  

she observed. “Either by the gentle Arts of persuasion, or by the commanding force of superior 

Attractions and Address, they have obtained that Rank and Consideration in society, which the 

Sex are intitled to, and which they in vain content for in other Countries. We are therefore bound 

in Gratitude to admire and revere them, for asserting our Privileges,”  she concluded, with a final 

poke at Jefferson, “as much as the Friends of the Liberties of Mankind reverence the successfull 

[sic] Struggles of the American Patriots.” 41  

 Evidently inspired, Anne returned in 1786 to establish a Philadelphia salon in the Parisian 

mould. She possessed all the qualities necessary to launch her “unquestionably”—according to 

Rufus Griswold, chronicler of the Republican Court—“at the head of American society.” 42 Her 

beauty was legendary: “altogether… the finest woman I ever saw,”  wrote Abigail Adams.43 Her 

manners “were a gift.” 44 “She is possessed of greater ease and politeness in her behavior than 

any person I have met,”  said Adams, who had known the court life of London and Paris.45 

Visitors to her salon would later remember her “conversational cleverness in French and English, 

graceful manners and polite tact.46 Adding to these advantages was her husband’s wealth—he 

was rumored to be the richest man in America—and her family’s vast kinship network, which 
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extended like tentacles through much of Philadelphia society and even, through her brother-in-

law, William Byrd, to the Virginia aristocracy.47 “Mrs. Bingham,”  Griswold concludes, “had 

only to issue her commands to her own circle of connections to have her halls filled with an 

assemblage every way fit to grace them.” 48 Not surprisingly, the Binghams’  house quickly 

became the social center of elite Philadelphia. Modeled on the London mansion of the Duke of 

Manchester (“ the dimensions of the original being somewhat enlarged in the copy”), it was 

designed to encourage flamboyant socializing: Guests were introduced by a series of valets “over 

a staircase of Italian marble into saloons decorated with goblin tapestry and reflecting mirrors.” 49 

Marked “by an air of rank and opulence,”  the house took up nearly an entire block.50 Decorated 

“after the style of the Vatican at Rome,”  according to one visitor, it “would have been esteemed 

splendid even in the most luxurious part of Europe,”  commented another.51  

 If transatlantic social networks were forged in such spaces, they were equally created 

through private correspondence: by letters of introduction in particular. Talleyrand arrived with 

no fewer than six letters of introduction on his and Beaumetz’s behalf to major Philadelphia 

figures. Two were addressed to Benjamin Rush.52 Benjamin Vaughan in London wrote on their 

behalf to his brother John Vaughan, and what he called “short circular letters”  to various other 

Philadelphia elites.53 Talleyrand also came armed with a letter from the Marquis of Lansdowne 

to George Washington, and two from Angelica Church, daughter of the prominent Schuyler 

family of New York, who lived in England and was close to both Jefferson and Maria Cosway.54 

“ I recommend to your most particular care and attention… my friends Messieurs de Talleyrand 

and de Beaumais [sic],”  Church wrote to her sister Elizabeth, Alexander Hamilton’s wife. “Make 

our Country agreeable to them as far as it is in your power … I have for these persons the most 
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sincere friendship.” 55 The letter had its effect. Talleyrand spent considerable time with Hamilton, 

and later introduced him to Moreau de Saint-Méry when he arrived in New York.  

 The Duc d’Orléans, meanwhile, arrived in the United States with letters of introduction 

from Gouverneur Morris—as well as an unlimited letter of credit on his account.56 When 

Henriette de La Tour du Pin arrived in Boston, she worried she had not come with “a single letter 

of recommendation.”  Her predicament was solved when a ship arrived from England carrying a 

letter from the ubiquitous Church to her family in Albany.57 It was a turning point for the émigré 

family. Thanks to Church, La Tour du Pin received an invitation to Albany and found a nearby 

farm on which to establish herself and her family.  

 The half-private, half-public nature of these letters of introduction became obvious, and 

problematic, when addressed to government officials. Hamilton does not seem to have minded 

receiving the émigrés in his office at the Treasury Department. Washington, on the other hand, 

was more cautious. Noailles was a former officer in the French Army who had fought in the 

American Revolution. Talleyrand came to Philadelphia with a letter of introduction from 

Lansdowne, who as the British Secretary of State in 1783 had signed the Treaty of Paris that 

recognized American independence. Was Washington to receive these men privately? Or should 

he do so at his public levees, where anyone could make an appearance? What would be the 

impact on his policy of strict neutrality in European affairs? Washington approached the matter 

with typical care. “ In the conversation you may have with a certain Gentleman to-day,”  he wrote 

Hamilton, referring to Noailles, “ I pray you to intimate to him gently, and delicately, that if the 

letters, or papers wch. He has to present, are (knowingly to him) of a nature which relates to 

public matters … I had rather they should come through the proper channel.”   

Add thereto, generally that the peculiar situation of European Affairs at this moment[,] 
my good wishes for his Nation aggregately, my regard for those of it in particular with 
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whom I have had the honor of an acquaintance; My anxious desire to keep this Country in 
Peace; and the delicacy of my situation renders a circumspect conduct indispensably 
necessary on my part.58  

 
Clearly, these letters of introduction—and the personal encounters they engendered—conflated 

the boundaries between the political and the social.  

 Fauchet, the French minister, certainly saw political implications in this sociability, and 

was angered by the reception Washington allowed the émigrés at his receptions. Concerned by 

the evident sympathy between these aristocratic expatriates and the “British Party”  in 

Philadelphia, convinced they were trying to push the US into a grand alliance against France, 

Fauchet kept a close eye on their activities and waged a campaign to ban them from 

Washington’s public receptions. Each time he spotted an émigré at Washington’s receptions he 

walked out in a huff. Fauchet eventually approached Secretary of State Jefferson about the 

matter. “Que voulez vous,”  Jefferson responded. “The audiences of the President are public and 

anyone has the right to appear.”  Fauchet was not impressed. “Under the ancient regime,”  he 

replied, “audiences with the late King of France were public too, and certainly during your war 

with England we didn’ t allow the Tories and Arnolds of your country to appear with Franklin.” 59  

 Fauchet’s objections clearly troubled Washington, who could see that admitting the 

émigrés to his receptions was “driving the French Minister from them. His visits are much less 

frequent than they were—and... [he] has left no doubt as to the cause.”  Washington was 

navigating a fine line here, and he ultimately recognized that it would be impossible to draw 

sharp distinctions between social and political encounters. “Principles should be adopted in these 

cases (not only for the President, but the Executive Officers also) by which evils may be avoided 

and uniformity observed.”60 Fauchet had won his battle. He would never again see the émigrés at 

Washington’s receptions. As all the correspondence and concern about the matter suggested, this 
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was no minor issue. At a time in the nation’s political life when politics was so often conducted 

through social networks, the presence or absence of these émigrés at certain social functions had 

real political implications.  

*  *  *  

 Recent historiography on the early US republic has emphasized that much of the nation’s 

political life was conducted in sites traditionally deemed non-political: parlors, dinner parties, 

and private correspondence.61 With this expanded definition of the political, it becomes clear 

that, through their social networks, the French émigrés penetrated the nation’s political life. 

When Liancourt reported that he ate at William Bingham’s “with the universe,”  or that he “dined 

at Mr. Nicklin’s with many people, Americans, English merchants established in this country, 

several members of Congress, all in the best spirit, the most wise, and the best friends of order,”  

we can see these events as not merely social, but political.62 Or, more properly, as socio-political.  

 If it is something of a truism to state that the American and French republics each 

influenced the other, these socio-political networks help explain precisely how such influences 

operated.63 The French presence in these networks, for instance, may explain elements of 

Federalist political ideology. Consider the Federalists’  hostile response to the emerging world of 

political clubs and newspaper politics, which may well have been informed by the experiences of 

French expatriates fleeing the political turmoil generated by Jacobin political clubs and the 

activities of the Parisian sans-culottes. As the French émigrés arrived with stories of 

Revolutionary Paris shared at dinner tables and salons throughout Philadelphia, their perspective 

on popular politics would have made quite an impression on their American audiences. 

Reinforcing this influence was the political outlook these French émigrés shared with American 

Federalists. Devoted to republicanism, wary of excessive popular rule, firm believers in the 
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importance of a strong central government led by a powerful executive, they shared a 

transatlantic vision of the ideal political system grounded in Montesquieu’s political theory and 

tempered by a strong dose of scepticism about what they perceived as the democratic excesses of 

the French Revolution. It is no wonder the French émigrés slipped so easily into the Federalists’  

socio-political world.  

 These socio-political networks were extraordinarily elaborate. Besides Hamilton, the Duc 

de Liancourt regularly socialized with William Bingham, who was now a Senator from 

Pennsyvlania; Henry Knox, Federalist Secretary of War; Benjamin Chew, President of the high 

court of errors and appeals of Pennsylvania; John Vining, Federalist Senator from Delaware; and 

Robert Morris, signer of the Declaration of Independence, and former minister of the US 

treasury.64 Noailles had been friends with Henry Knox since the Revolution, and was now like a 

member of the Bingham family.65 He was business partners with Morris and perhaps also with 

Bingham. As for Talleyrand, he later reported that he had “ lived for two years in the most 

intimate relationship with the colonel Alexandre Hamilton.”66 All these people, in turn, had 

overlapping social, political, familial, and economic connections with each other. These 

elaborate social networks shaped the contours of a largely hidden world.  

 Marriage—and occasionally romance—was an important element constituting these 

socio-political networks. William Bingham had married the daughter of the merchant Thomas 

Willing, who was Robert Morris’s senior partner in Willing, Morris and Co., the firm in which 

Bingham made his fortune while acting as its agent (and the agent of the US Congress) in 

Martinique during the Revolution. The Binghams’  daughter Ann Louisa, in turn, married 

Alexander Baring, scion of the British banking family that invested in lands with William 

Bingham. Ann’s sister Maria would later marry Alexander’s brother Henry. The French entered 
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these circles in much the same way. Talleyrand’s companion Beaumetz married the sister of 

Henry Knox, who was partners with Bingham in the Maine land venture, and a pillar of 

Federalist social life. Louis-Philippe, Duc d’Orléans, who was now in line of succession to the 

French throne, fell in love with Thomas Willing’s daughter Abigail (Anne Bingham’s sister), 

and, after a public courtship, asked Willing for Abigail’s hand in marriage. Willing refused, 

allegedly telling the Duke that as he was—a penniless exile—“you are no match for my 

daughter.”  On the other hand, he is supposed to have added, “ if you ever become King, she will 

be no match for you.” 67  

 Some relationships were more hidden than others; of a few, one gets only tantalizing 

glimpses. Alexander Baring, for instance, reported to his father that Noaille’s “very great 

influence in the Bingham family [stems] from certain female reasons you will easily 

understand.” 68 If Sir Francis Baring easily understood these “ female reasons,”  I have more 

trouble. Was the dashing Noailles having an affair with the beautiful Anne Bingham? Other 

relationships became embarrassingly public, as when Noailles introduced the French émigré 

Comte de Tilly to the Bingham family. Tilly had landed in Philadelphia penniless like many 

others, and as he sank under a mountain of debt he determined to get back on his feet: Late one 

night he ran off with the Bingham’s youngest daughter, Maria, and on April 11, 1799, the two 

were married. Her parents, in evident distress, sent Maria a series of overwrought letters urging 

her to come home—just to talk, they claimed, though when she complied they promptly whisked 

her out of town. Lawyers were called upon, legal suits threatened. Then the merchants jumped 

in. Negotiations ensued. Through the mediation of some of the great merchants of the age, 

including Alexander Baring and Thomas Willing, Tilly made known his price: For £5,000 cash 

plus an annual pension of £500 (and an apology from Baring, who had struck him) he would 
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agree to a divorce and leave the country.69 And so the deal was done. The Tilly-Bingham episode 

was evidently the talk of elite Philadelphia. “Now you see my dear,”  Robert Morris wrote his 

daughter from debtor’s prison, where he remained in the wake of his spectacular financial 

collapse, “ large fortunes do not always give happiness.” 70  

*  *  *  

 It might not be an exaggeration to suggest that these socio-political networks structured 

the early republic’s political life. Before the emergence of formal political parties that would 

organize political debates and create an institutional framework for dissent, these socio-political 

parties—dinners, balls, salons—served as scaffolding, shaping and perhaps even holding up the 

republic during a fragile time.71 If Congress appropriated an astounding $25,000 per year for 

George Washington’s dinner parties, it clearly assumed those parties had a political function to 

play.72 If some of the most important political landmarks of the period were settled in social 

arenas—most famously, the “dinner table”  bargain between Jefferson, Madison, and Hamilton—

that also was no accident. Social events clearly played a central role in politics during the 

Federalist era. And they would continue to do so long after the Federalists, with their famously 

vilified aristocratic manners, had lost power. When Jefferson became President his dinner table 

became a central arena of political activity. And under the Madison administration Dolly 

Madison’s salons became among the most important sites for Washington politicking.73 The 

social was never separate from the political.  

 The web of social networks that tied the French émigrés to Federalist politicians certainly 

seemed political to the French Minister Fauchet, who suspected the worst about them. The 

émigrés, he wrote “have not abandoned the hope of influencing the government.”74 His 

suspicions could not have been allayed by the association between Moreau and the arch-



 19 

Federalist immigrant William Cobbett, who was translating Moreau’s two-volume work on the 

geography and laws of Saint Domingue. Cobbett also taught English to several French émigrés, 

including Talleyrand—though Cobbett believed that he had only been hired by Talleyrand, who 

already spoke English, to inoculate himself from attacks by the vituperative English printer.  

 The émigrés’  politics are ultimately difficult to pin down, however. By 1798, Cobbett 

was viciously attacking the émigrés in his newspaper as radical republican agents: “Our country 

has been the resort of abominably seditious foreigners of every distinction,”  wrote Cobbett, who 

was something of a seditious foreigner himself. “ It is a matter of serious consideration in times 

so alarming: what is to be done with these miscreants, who, beyond the possibility of doubt, did 

not come here solely for Repose.” 75 As for Talleyrand, the English lessons over, Cobbett was 

now accusing him of having “ followed most industriously and effectually his business as a 

Spy.” 76 Moreau, meanwhile, was responding in kind, printing attacks on Cobbett.77 As the 

political climate shifted to favor the Federalists by the end of the decade, Moreau had become 

conspicuous for his republicanism. He was, he wrote in 1798, “ the only person in Philadelphia 

who continued to wear a French cockade.”  It was around this time, too, that he relocated his 

bookstore to French Town, and away from New Society Hill. Now worried about “acts of 

violence on the part of the Federalists,”  he and a number of Republicans met secretly to prepare 

to defend themselves. “Since I was a party to these meetings, I was given keys to two shelters in 

which I and my family could take refuge in case my own house should be attacked.” 78  

 Nor was Moreau the only person active in Republican political circles. Volney carried on 

an extensive correspondence, and friendship, with Thomas Jefferson.79 And John Adams 

believed that the French expatriates collaborated with Republican politicians against his policies. 

“ I have reason to remember,”  Adams later wrote, that “all other Frenchmen in America, even… 
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Talleyrand and the Duke de Liancourt… exerted their influence and all their praises to exalt Mr. 

Jefferson over my shoulders, and to run me down as an aristocrat and a monarchist.” 80 Adams 

may have been misremembering, but his recollections suggest, at the very least, that the émigrés’  

politics were fluid, and did not map perfectly onto the US political matrix.  

 As the US political climate heated up during the following years, the French expatriates 

found themselves increasingly pushed into Republican arms. Volney would be hounded out of 

the country by public hostility, and Moreau, too, would leave under threat of expulsion. Finding 

out that he was put on a list drawn up by John Adams of French people to be deported, Moreau 

asked some intermediaries to find out the reason. “Nothing in particular,”  was the response, “but 

he’s too French.” 81 It would be another two hundred years before such rhetoric would re-emerge 

in US political discourse.  

 

Socio-Political Networks, Economic Networks, and Land Speculation 

See what Fortunes were made by the … first takers up of those lands: Nay how the 
greatest Estates we have in this Colony were made; was it not by taking up and 
purchasing at very low rates the rich back Lands which were thought nothing of in those 
days, but are now the most valuable Lands we possess? Undoubtedly it was.82 
 

— George Washington, 1767 
 

 When in a critical mood, the French expatriates most often attacked what they perceived 

as Americans’  single-minded pursuit of wealth.83 “The Romans used to say, ‘My Gods, my 

country call me to the Capitol, to the Campus Martius’ ,”  observed one French wit. “A 

Philadelphia businessman says with the same sense of urgency, ‘ I am needed down at the 

shop’ .” 84 When Liancourt arrived in America, he reported that “All the French people I’ ve seen 

until now don’ t like America, and Americans even less, whom they paint as vain, miserly, 
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greedy, and entirely focused on cheating everyone in their transactions.” 85 The French often 

expressed such complaints, but none more ardently than Talleyrand, who later “spoke with great 

contempt at his table of the American character. He saw but one man in the United States (he 

said) who was unwilling to sell everything he possessed.” 86  

 It is doubly ironic that the notoriously venal Talleyrand should have criticized 

Americans’  pursuit of wealth, since that is precisely the activity to which he—along with so 

many other French émigrés—committed himself while in the US. Perhaps that is not surprising. 

This was an exciting time in US economic history, as millions of acres of land, and millions of 

dollars in securities, were being bought, sold, traded, and otherwise exchanged in dizzying 

financial transactions that made some people astonishingly wealthy and left others in debtor’s 

prison. The French jumped into this world of speculation with abandon. Noailles began almost 

immediately. “ It was amusing to see the spirit with which he embraced this new avocation,”  

recalled one witness. “Every day at the coffee-house, or exchange, where the merchants met, that 

ex-nobleman was the busiest of the busy, holding his bank-book in one hand, while he drove his 

bargains as earnestly as any regular-bred son of a counting-house.” 87  

 The socio-political networks I have been examining shaped this culture of trans-Atlantic 

finance. Just as politics worked through personal relationships before the infrastructure of 

political parties had fully developed, so did business work through personal networks of trust in 

an era before the infrastructure of the capitalist economy had fully developed. Friends and 

political associates became business partners, business partners became family by marriage. The 

letters of introduction that circulated across the Atlantic, allowing émigrés to penetrate the social 

networks of American life, paralleled the letters of credit and bills of exchange transmitted 

through the same channels, making it possible to conduct business in far-flung places at a time 
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when ensuring the reliability of information across the vast distances of the Atlantic world was 

perhaps the most pressing issue for international merchants and speculators.  

 The importance of social networks to conducting finance was evident to Alexander 

Baring when he arrived in the United States. “ I have been introduced… to most of the 

respectable characters in town much to my satisfaction & information,”  he wrote to his Dutch 

business partners John and William Hope shortly after his arrival in Boston. “ I am constantly out 

in some company & … am always collecting information of different kind.”88 Alexander 

Baring’s future brother in-law, who would become a partner in the Hope firm, would make the 

connection between sociability and economic interest even more explicit a few years later. “ If 

you could procure me a letter for Mr Livingston from M King,”  he wrote Francis Baring from 

Paris, “ I think it would be of service, nothing can be done here without mixing as much as 

possible in the world, it is even at the theaters that one derives information, and Coffee House 

clerks are as the lowest Ebb.”89 Much of this information was spread through rumor and 

seemingly idle talk—Baring’s letters are littered with phrases like, “ it is here said,”  or “ it is 

considered here,”  or best of all, “ it is whispered.”  In this context, one’s social connections, one’s 

reputation, and one’s access to timely and reliable information could mean the difference 

between fabulous wealth and humiliating bankruptcy.90  

 Credit was the key term here. “Credit in this country is a delicate subject,”  Baring wrote 

his father as he traveled down the east coast looking in on his family’s business relationships and 

on possible investment opportunities. Some partners, like Thomas Willing, he found trustworthy; 

and by broadcasting his confidence to associates and acquaintances, he could actually increase 

the value of Willing’s bills of exchange: “The uniform support you have given to Willings,”  

Baring wrote his father, “ the footing I am on with them, and the positive manner I speak to my 
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friends here of them has placed their paper in the very first rank and they have made and can still 

constantly make a higher exchange than their neighbours whose bills are occasionally 

disgraced.”  On the other hand, the consequences of Baring’s disapproval could be disastrous. 

“You may easily conceive,”  Baring continued to his father, “ that… dishonour to their signatures 

on a very small sum would totally incapacitate them for drawing sixpence.” 91  

 The merchant John Swanwick was a case in point here. Swanwick had risen to 

prominence through Robert Morris, becoming a partner in the firm of Morris, Willing, and 

Swanwick in 1783, and then serving as cashier of the United States under Morris. A leading 

stockholder in the Bank of the United States, Swanwick acted as a principal broker for major 

American and Dutch investors. In 1796, his fortune was estimated at nearly $650,000.92 By the 

time Baring arrived in Philadelphia in the mid-1790s, Swanwick had entered politics and joined 

the Republican Party as a vocal supporter of Genet and organizer of various pro-French political 

events. Now separated from the Willing firm, he nevertheless continued to do substantial 

business with the Barings. But Alexander Baring quickly became critical of Swanwick, calling 

him a “Jacobin,”  “a rascal,”  and “brouillon”  on various occasions.93 He urged his father to close 

the connection with Swanwick—but only after having settled accounts. “You should I think 

liquidate his account,”  Alexander wrote his father in late 1796, “and send it to him as soon as 

possible and when the ballance [sic] is setled [sic] tell him plainly that you withdraw all credit 

which will of course close your connection.” 94 To cut him off too soon would have left the 

Barings stuck with Swanwick’s notes that would, once the word spread, rapidly depreciate. But 

once his account with them was balanced, they could withdraw their credit and notify the 

merchant community.  
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 Which is exactly what happened: Swanwick blamed his collapse in 1797 “on the secret 

rejection of his bills of exchange on the Baring Brothers.” 95 Crushed financially, Swanwick was 

forced to auction off his possessions, including his library of 1,300 volumes. Bankrupt and 

depressed, one observer thought he would die of a “broken heart.” 96 It was not his heart, 

however, but yellow fever that killed him some months later, at the age of thirty-nine. Swanwick 

had seemingly forgotten—or chosen to ignore—the importance of socio-political networks to his 

financial and indeed physical well-being, and it had cost him dearly.  

*  *  *  

 More than trade, however, it was land that particularly interested French émigrés in the 

1790s. Of course French investments in America did not begin with the French Revolution. 

Whether it was the consortium run by Swiss banker Clavière during the 1780s, which included 

Brissot de Warville, Robert Morris, William Duer, and Gouverneur Morris, and which 

speculated on US debt to France, or the infamously corrupt Scioto Company, which bought up 

vast tracts in the Ohio River Valley—selling 120,000 acres of land in France in the early 1790s 

and persuading 1,000 French settlers to emigrate to the Ohio Valley, where they learned they had 

been subjected to an almost complete fraud—the French had a long and dubious tradition of 

speculating in American land and securities.97  

 Indeed, speculation in lands seems to have been a force driving much French interest in 

America. The flood of publications by philosophes who wrote glowing accounts of the American 

frontier, where man lived in his natural state à la Rousseau, take on a decidedly different 

interpretation when one realizes the financial stakes involved. Brissot de Warville, for instance, 

who toured large parts of North America in 1788, and published an account of his journey in 

three volumes, had been sent by a group of investors to investigate the quality of Western lands. 
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Liancourt’s Travels may have been the oeuvre of an enlightenment figure, but they were also the 

report of a businessman assessing investment opportunities: Alexander Baring reported that 

Liancourt had visisted Knox and Bigham’s Maine lands with Talleyrand, “and both speak very 

highly of their advantages.”98 Even Hector St. Jean de Crèvecoeur—the most famous of all 

French writers on America in the eighteenth century, who wrote so euphorically of the “new 

man” living in the Pennsylvania backcountry—had launched his career in British America as a 

surveyor and salesmen of Western lands. He continued to invest in lands in New York after the 

Revolution, and his son Guillaume later teamed up with a group selling American lands in 

Europe.99 It is thus significant to find selections of Crèvecoeur’s letters, not in a schoolbook 

exalting the American character, but appended to a 1787 promotional pamphlet on the 

advantages of settling in the Ohio Valley.100 Indeed, one wonders how much of the writing on 

the “American Dream” was ideological—a way to openly discuss liberty in ancien régime 

France—and how much was financial: propaganda to promote immigration to America and drive 

up land values for wealthy European investors.101 Surely this is too crude an analysis, but it does 

suggest that for many Europeans, America was envisioned mostly as an investment opportunity 

of world-historical proportions, and that this image always lay behind, or at least alongside, 

every other of America in the “European Mind.”   

 Diplomatic assignments provided a particularly lucrative position from which to engage 

in various speculations. Gouverneur Morris, for instance, seems to have taken advantage of his 

post as US minister to France to peddle millions of acres of land in western New York for Robert 

Morris.102 Of course Robert Morris was no slouch in the use of official posts for personal gain: 

his work as “ financier of the American Revolution”  had earned him extraordinary wealth 

through the lucrative procurement contracts carried out through his own firm. This was how 
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William Bingham had gotten his start: as Morris’s agent in Martinique during the Revolution. 

Even James Madison hoped to get in on the action, teaming up with James Monroe in the 1780s 

in a failed bid to use Jefferson’s French contacts to borrow money for Western land 

investments.103 The lines that separated public from private interest in this period were blurry 

indeed.  

 Talleyrand and Cazenove were the central players connecting the French expatriate 

community to American politicians and businessmen. Théophile Cazenove descended from an 

important Huguenot family that had fled France after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes to 

settle in Geneva, and had become deeply enmeshed in European commerce.104 Théophile, born 

in Amsterdam in 1740, married into a prominent Dutch merchant family and joined its brokerage 

and commercial business. In the 1780s he worked as part of the Clavière consortium speculating 

on American debt.105 Cazenove’s brother was a banker in London, and would later be 

Talleyrand’s private banker.106 Another cousin, Anthony Charles Cazenove, would emigrate 

from Switzerland to the United States, become partners with Albert Gallatin, and marry into the 

Lee family of Virginia.  

 Bankrupted in 1788, Théophile had become the agent for a Dutch consortium investing in 

federal and state securities in the US.107 He arrived in New York in 1790 armed with a letter of 

introduction from Brissot to William Duer, Assistant Secretary of the Treasury, but soon realized 

that Philadelphia, the capital of the United States and center of political power, was where he 

needed to be.108 Making large profits buying up depreciated securities, Cazenove soon expanded 

his investments to land. Though he investigated lands in Maine held by William Duer and Henry 

Knox, Cazenove either decided they were not worth purchasing109 or got beaten out in the sale 

by William Bigham,110 and instead bought up vast tracts in Ohio and Western New York (hence, 
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the town of Cazenovia) from Robert Morris. Shares of the newly formed Holland Land Company 

sold extremely well in the Dutch capital markets, and now Cazenove was focusing his energies 

on settling the land: a critical task for any investor hoping to raise land values.111  

 As for Talleyrand, even before the French Revolution he had taken an interest in 

American lands, discussing investment possibilities with Gouverneur Morris, the American 

minister in Paris who had been, like Talleyrand, a lover of Mme de Flahaut.112 So land 

speculation was probably on his mind before his arrival in the US. It certainly was after. “There 

are here more ways of re-making a fortune than in any other place,”  he wrote his friend and 

former lover Germaine de Staël shortly after arriving. “ In a short time one can make a lot of 

money.” 113 Well connected among the British and French aristocracy, Talleyrand had access to 

considerable investment capital—although he never persuaded Staël to invest with him. (She 

invested with Gouverneur Morris instead.114) Making the rounds after he arrived in the US, 

Talleyrand soon concluded that the best person to do business with was Cazenove.115  

 Talleyrand recognized that the political context made investment in American land 

extremely appealing from both the capital and the demand sides. Embattled French aristocrats 

worried about losing their wealth to the Revolutionary government would, he guessed, find 

American land an excellent way to protect their assets. “ I approached towns, hoping that a part of 

the considerable capital that was coming to shelter itself in America would be used in clearing 

the land and in large-scale agriculture.” 116 Meanwhile, the arriving waves of francophone 

refugees made land investments particularly attractive—especially for someone well-connected 

and clever enough to take advantage of the opportunities. “Philadelphia is full of colonists, and 

particularly of habitans of St. Domingue,”  Talleyrand observed. “This new arrival... has 

reanimated the hopes of speculators in land who are here in such great number.” 117  
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 So far, it has been difficult to piece together Talleyrand’s precise transactions. He may 

have done business with Robert Morris, since early in his stay he asked that his correspondence 

be sent “chez m. r. morris.”118 Talleyrand’s oblique references to negotiating with Bingham 

strongly suggest that the two were also investing in lands together—something French minister 

Fauchet suspected.119 What is certain is that nearly every one of Talleyrand’s investment 

opportunities was made possible by the tight web of socio-political relations into which he had 

integrated. Talleyrand, we will recall, had arrived in the US with a letter of introduction to 

Bingham from their mutual British friend, Lord Lansdowne. Bingham, then a Senator from 

Pennsylvania, was a co-investor in two million acres of land in Maine with Henry Knox (who as 

Secretary of War and associate of the Ohio Company was a central actor in clearing squatters 

and Native Americans from lands along the American frontier and paving the way for 

settlement). Knox had originally bought the Maine lands with William Duer before Duer’s 

financial collapse, and Bingham jumped on Duer’s stake—he later vowed he would never again 

buy a million acres of land without seeing it first!—two large tracts, one along the coast, and the 

other, the “Kennebec tract,”  in the remote inland reaches of Maine. Bingham and Knox were 

now partners in this venture. Knox evidently tried to lure Talleyrand to invest. Armed with a 

letter of introduction from Knox to prominent Bostonians,120 Talleyrand traveled with Beaumetz 

in August and September of 1794 to investigate the Maine lands, sending Cazenove a detailed 

assessment and giving Baring a brief report.121  

 Baring eventually decided to invest in the project—more than £100,000, some of it his 

family’s, most of it on behalf of the Dutch Hope firm—and these socio-political networks 

factored heavily in his decision. “We have the first characters in the country both as to property 

influence and management,”  he wrote the Hopes .122 “Knox is to have no share in the 
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management of this business, but merely in the eventual proffits [sic] when ascertained… Major 

Jackson for his trouble in Europe and Genl. Jackson and Royal Flint for their agency in the 

original purchase are also to have each the eventual proffit [sic]... This arrangement insures us 

the exertions and good will of all these people of the first influence.” 123 One advantage to 

associating with “ the first characters in the country”  was the political power it offered. A British 

investor in lands in Western New York made this aspect quite clear: “All the leading men in the 

Union having their property in Wild Lands,”  he assured Théophile Cazenove, “afford a great 

security and a certainty of the Laws being enforced, should any resistance to them [from 

squatters] ever happen.” 124 And these were indeed leading men. Baring’s reference to Major 

Jackson was to William Jackson, who had served on Washington’s staff during the Revolution, 

and married Thomas Willing’s daughter—making him Anne Bingham’s brother-in-law. The 

marriage had obvious financial advantages for Jackson, though the advantages for the Willing 

clan were less apparent. “The Major in general did not please,”  Baring reported. “ It is whispered 

in the Court of Scandal that family circumstances rendered the event necessary.” 125  

 Jackson was also a shareholder in the Asylum Company, the most famous French land 

company of this period, with 1 million acres of land in central Pennsylvania.126 The Asylum 

Company had been created before the French Revolution, but was reorganized in 1794 by Robert 

Morris and John Nicholson.127 Hoping to settle the land with refugees from France, it was 

probably they who recruited Noailles and Omer Talon into the enterprise. Perhaps through the 

Frenchmen’s contacts, the banker John Cazenove, Théophile’s brother in London, came to have 

some connection with the company.128 The centerpiece of the project was Azylum, a model town 

they hoped would become a refuge for French émigrés (a three-story house, the Grande Maison, 

was even constructed as a refuge for Marie-Antoinette). Noailles and Talon had agents in Europe 
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paid to attract refugees to Azylum, as well as agents in the United States who aggressively 

courted French and Saint Domingue refugees, and the colony achieved some success.129 When 

Liancourt visited, he wrote that the town had “attained an uncommon degree of perfection, 

considering its infant state.” 130 Unfortunately the stretch of land held by the company was far 

from ideal—“one more rugged and mountainous,”  an observer reported, “could hardly be 

found”—and its moment of glory was brief.131 Many residents left when France made it possible 

for émigrés to return, while others simply filtered away, disgusted with what one refugee called 

“plots of sand covered with pine trees.” 132  

 Talleyrand proved to be a tireless speculator.133 One advantage he had—extremely 

desirable to American merchants—was his ready access to vast sources of European capital. In 

transactions with LeRoy & Bayard, for instance, he drew on his credit with the London banker 

John H. Cazenove of 25 thousand dollars to buy stock in the Bank of the United States. (LeRoy 

& Bayard also invested on behalf of Mme. de Staël, served as banker to the Holland Land 

Company, and worked with James Cazenove of London).134 But it was land that took up most of 

his energy. Although Talleyrand was not involved in the Asylum Company, most of his 

investments—like those of his friend and associate Cazenove—seem to have been in 

Pennsylvania and New York, large parts of which were owned by Robert Morris. After visiting 

Maine, Talleyrand traveled to Iroquois and Mohawk lands in Western New York in which 

Morris had heavily invested.135 While in the area, he may have entered into negotiations with 

Colonel William Smith, who was an active speculator in western New York for a syndicate of 

English investors, connections he probably forged when he served in the American legation in 

England after the Revolution. Smith, like Jackson, had been part of Washington’s staff during 

the Revolution, and had gone on to marry John Adams’s daughter Abigail. Smith would prove to 
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be a poor speculator, however, and would, like Duer and Robert Morris, end up in debtor’s 

prison. When Talleyrand returned to Philadelphia, he entered into a business agreement with 

Morris, witnessed by Rufus King (who would later be the US minister to London), and was again 

negotiating with Robert Morris the following year.136 Here, again, Talleyrand’s European 

connections were the key: Morris and Talleyrand drafted an agreement (it is unclear if it was 

ever signed) engaging Talleyrand to sell hundreds of thousands of acres of Morris’s 

Pennsylvania lands in Europe.137  

 Talleyrand also brought his friends into various land deals.138 Linacourt, for instance, 

seems initially to have contemplated the American republic from the standpoint of a good 

eighteenth-century philosophe. “Buy Guthlys [?], American, Greenhough [?] and consult them 

on the mœurs of Indians,”  he reminded himself as he sailed across the ocean, probably referring 

to important geographies of North America.139 Within a week of his arrival and integration into 

the French community, however, he was recording the business dealings of his friends, and after 

hearing their stories, was meeting with Cazenove to “discuss my business.” 140 The following 

week, Liancourt reported hearing a “proposal of Mr. de Noailles on the… lands of Mr B. [no 

doubt Bingham] in the province of Maine.” 141 Two days later, Liancourt was again meeting with 

Cazenove “ for business,”  and the day after had “completed my business with Mr Cazenove,”  

deposited a note with Bayard, the ubiquitous banker, and met with Knox and Bingham.142 Soon 

he was off traveling through the back country…  

 Volney, too, left France with romantic visions of America. Soon after his arrival, 

however, he seems to have become involved in land speculation. Making contact with Jefferson 

shortly after his arrival in America, Volney decline an invitation to visit Monticello: “Already 

some business has tied me to Philadelphia, and I will endure the yoke with all the more 
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willingness, since it may prepare a future emancipation and an indefinite liberty.” 143 It seems 

more than a coincidence that Volney had spent the previous few days with Talleyrand. Volney 

later invested in New York lands with the major French speculator J.D. Le Ray de Chaumont, 

where he, along with Moreau, lost some money.  

 Volney would eventually travel to territories in the Ohio valley looking for land that 

might be sold to future French émigrés: “ the French of Europe who were friends of a wise 

liberty.” 144 His association with Talleyrand suggests that such a venture would have had both 

financial and political goals. The financial aims are obvious. The political ones may be suggested 

by the fact that Volney was forced to leave the United States in 1798, accused of having agitated 

to wrest the Louisiana territory back into French hands. Volney hotly denied the charge, but he 

was most almost certainly engaged in some secret mission: a document in the French National 

Archives confirms that the French government sent him to the United States as a naturaliste, a 

term that, while it does not necessarily connote spying, does strongly suggest it.145 Volney also 

carried on a secret correspondence with Talleyrand after his return to Europe, keeping him 

informed about the social and political conditions in the Ohio Valley.146 What appears certain is 

that Volney and many other French émigrés had—some wittingly, some not—become enmeshed 

in activities of major geopolitical importance. If Volney had indeed been posing as a naturalist 

traveling through the Ohio Valley while spying for the French government, he would not have 

been the first person to do so.  

 

The Geopolitical Stakes  

 By the end of the eighteenth century, the Ohio River Valley had already caused the 

downfall of two North American empires. In 1754, after France established forts on lands 
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granted to the recently-formed Ohio Company, one Ohio Company shareholder, Governor 

Dinwiddie of Virginia, sent another shareholder, George Washington, to order the French to 

remove those forts—thereby unleashing a chain of events that led to war and to the collapse of 

France’s North American empire. Britain, in turn, sought to assert control over the Ohio Valley 

by forbidding colonial settlement. Among other effects, this Proclamation of 1763 threatened the 

land warrants held by influential investors, and united normally antagonistic speculators and 

squatters against British policy. The Quebec Act of 1774, which made the Ohio Valley part of 

Quebec, alarmed many Americans, but panicked speculators in Western lands who suddenly saw 

their long fought-for land patents slipping through their fingers.147 These and other provocations, 

of course, eventually led to the loss of Britain’s thirteen colonies.  

 The American Revolution had by no means settled the problems associated with the 

trans-Appalachian West, however. On the contrary, it raised new ones. British forts remained 

throughout the Northwest, Americans squatters poured across the Ohio River claiming federal 

lands, and Native Americans resisted American encroachments: all things about which the 

fledgling confederation government could do little.148 The new and more vigorous government 

founded by the Constitution in 1789 would have, at least in its first years, no greater success in 

removing Native Americans who, as long as the British and Spanish retained ambitions on the 

Mississippi valley, had ready military support in their resistance to US expansion.  

 Even more distressingly, France had not abandoned its hopes to reacquire Louisiana. The 

advantages were obvious: To contain the New World ambitions of Britain; to protect its lucrative 

Caribbean colonies by ensuring them access to natural resources; and to secure the alliance, and 

perhaps even dependence, of the United States on France, and the permanent estrangement of the 

United States from Great Britain—the principle aim of the French in helping the colonies rebel 
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in the first place.149 New Orleans would be the crown jewel of this new French empire, destined 

to become “One of the greatest entrepôts of the universe,”  as a French government report put, 

“ the nourishing mother [mère nourricière] of all the Caribbean.” 150 This dream of a French 

Louisiana would mean disaster for the United States, however.  

 For Americans, every geopolitical consideration began with one essential fact. The entire 

Mississippi River Basin—from the Appalachians to the still uncharted Rockies—was united by a 

single feature: It was through New Orleans that all commercial products from that vast region 

must pass. “ In the style of road building in the Roman Empire,”  one historian has observed, “ the 

watercourses of the West all led to New Orleans.” 151 Without New Orleans—or without, at the 

very minimum, guarantees of free trade through the port—the entire Ohio River Valley, and 

indeed the entire Mississippi Valley, was cut off from world commerce. (See appendix 2)  

 The stakes here were more than commercial. Few economic, political, or geographic 

threads tied the trans-Appalachian West to the United States during the 1790s, and it was entirely 

possible that the course of the newest American “empire,”  as Jefferson liked to call it, would 

follow the last two. Securing the Ohio Valley was thus a matter of existential importance to the 

unstable republic—not to mention of major financial importance to the many politically-

connected speculators in Western lands.152 Thomas Jefferson, for one, predicted that “ the act 

which abandons the navigation of the Misisipi [sic] is an act of separation between the Eastern 

and Western country.”  (Oddly, he felt it necessary in this letter to add: “ I never had any interest 

Westward of the Alleghaney [sic]; and I never will have any.” 153) These sectional tensions 

merged with partisan ones, as Democratic-Republican clubs in the Ohio Valley began clamoring 

for “ the free and undisturbed use and navigation of the Mississippi River.”154 “Patriotism, like 

every other thing, has its bounds,”  warned a Democratic-Republican club in western 
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Pennsylvania (part of the Ohio River basin and a hotbed of Republican partisanship). “ If the 

general government will not procure [the right of navigation on the Mississippi] for us, we shall 

hold ourselves not answerable for any consequences that may result from our own procurement 

of it.”155 Just what those consequences might be was suggested by William Blount, governor of 

Tennessee—and major investor in western lands which he was actively selling to French settlers 

through an attaché in the American legation at Paris. Between 1795 and 1797, Blount sought to 

detach portions of the West from the United States in an episode that became famous as the 

“Blount Conspiracy.” 156  

 The French knew about these sectional tensions. In the 1780s Brissot de Warville had 

commented on the “defiance that the habitans of the West showed” towards the US Congress, 

which “ leads many people to believe that… there will be a scission.”157 Brissot also understood 

how easy it would be for these Westerners to acquire New Orleans. “ If ever Americans march 

towards New Orleans,”  he wrote, “ it will fall under their power.” 158 By the mid-1790s, Brissot 

was back in France, part of a circle helping to shape the revolutionary government’s American 

policy, and entertaining plans to take possession of Louisiana—including one suggestion that 

France send emissaries to the Ohio Valley on the pretext of buying lands in Kentucky.159 It was 

this circle that had proven instrumental in getting a brilliant young diplomat, just back from a 

stormy post in St. Petersburg, appointed as the new minister to the United States.  

 Edmund Charles Genet was in many ways a doppelganger of the French diplomat who 

has dominated this paper. Where Talleyrand was crafty, even cynical, Genet was idealistic, even 

naïve; where Talleyrand descended from the heights of the French aristocracy, Genet had 

scratched his way up from the mid-level bourgeoisie; Talleyrand’s rich endowments of subtlety 

and finesse were precisely the qualities most lacking in Genet. But there were certain similarities. 
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Both were intellectually gifted, both had extensive international contacts, both their careers were 

furthered by well-placed women (Genet’s sister, the Queen’s chambermaid, and Talleyrand’s 

former lover, Mme de Staël). Both were active in the foreign affairs of their country, and both 

left a permanent mark on French-US relations.  

 When Genet left for the United States in 1793, he went in full knowledge of the fraying 

ties that bound Western settlers to the East. Genet arrived intending not just to secure the US 

alliance with France; he also came equipped with a trunk full of commissions in the French army 

to recruit Kentucky residents on a war to liberate the West. Genet’s instructions called for the 

two countries to “amalgamate their commercial and political interests… [and to] promote … the 

extension of the Empire of liberty.” 160 He planned to “ liberate our former brothers of Louisiana 

from the tyrannical yoke of Spain”  by raising a volunteer force of Kentuckians to be led by the 

former Revolutionary General George Rogers Clark—who was also a major investor in 

Kentucky lands.161 Clark was ready and eager. “The possession of New Orleans will secure to 

France the whole Fur, Tobacco and Flour trade of this western world,”  he wrote Genet.162 

Identifying himself in a published proposal for volunteers, as “Major General in the armies of 

France, and Commander in Chief of the French Revolutionary Legions on the Mississippi 

River,”  Clark promised free land for those who enlisted under the French banner.163  

 Jefferson, then Secretary of State, learned of these and other machinations from that inept 

speculator, Colonel William Smith.164 Oddly, however, he was not alarmed. To the contrary: he 

gave the plan his support. Having organized a scientific expedition by the French botanist André 

Michaux to the Western territories under the auspices of the American Philosophical Society—

and with funding from many leading US political figures—Jefferson helped turn it into an 

espionage mission for France. When Genet enlisted Michaux in his western designs, instructing 
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him to make contact with Clark and other in Kentucky, Jefferson gave the mission “his 

unqualified support.”  He even wrote Michaux a letter of introduction to the Governor of 

Kentucky: “Mr. Genet the Minister of France here, having expressed to me his esteem for M. 

Michaud [sic] … and his wish that he should be made known to you, I take the liberty of 

recommending him to your notice, your counsels, and good offices.” 165 Amazingly, the US 

Secretary of State seems to have supported a French agent on a mission to foment insurrection 

within US territory, and to recruit American citizens in a war against a non-belligerent state that 

that might have detached Kentucky and Tennessee from the United States—a mission that was 

financially supported, no less, by the US President, Vice President, three cabinet officers, twelve 

US Senators, and thirteen Representatives through subscriptions to the APS.  

 Michaux’s plan almost succeeded. Clark very nearly marched on New Orleans. Had it not 

been for unaccountable delays by Genet—who was, to be sure, extremely busy, “provisioning 

the Antilles, exciting the Canadians, arming the Kentuckians an preparing an expedition by sea 

to second their descent upon New Orleans” 166—Louisiana would no doubt have fallen to French 

hands in 1794: something that might well have changed the permanent contours of the United 

States. Jefferson, meanwhile, coyly kept his support for these activities silent from other 

members of Washington’s cabinet. As the political and diplomatic situation heated up during the 

1790s, however, Jefferson must have realized that his overt support for such French activities 

might be interpreted, at least by some people, as nothing less than treason. And so he became 

more circumspect with his French camarades. In August of 1800 Volney—who had traveled 

through the Ohio Valley in 1796 with numerous letters of introduction written by Jefferson,167 

and was now back in Paris after being accused by spying for France—reported to Noailles: “Mr. 
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Jefferson must be happy with me: he prayed me upon my departure not to write to him: I have 

obeyed him.” 168  

*  *  *  

 In the beginning of the nineteenth century, pulled by a new conciliatory French émigré 

policy, and pushed by the rabid anti-French sentiment in America, many of the exiles were back 

in France. But their American experiences would linger on. Liancourt’s study of Philadelphia’s 

prisons launched him on a long career as a reformer in France. Talon returned a wealthy man 

thanks to his land deals, but ran afoul of the Napoleonic government in 1804, and was sent to 

prison on the island of Sainte-Marguerite. The psychological toll there was too great for him, and 

he was released in 1807 for reason of insanity. He died in 1811 a broken man. Talleyrand, of 

course, went on to have the most illustrious career. Returning to France in September of 1796, he 

presented an essay on the “Advantages to be Derived from New Colonies”  before the French 

National Institute in July the following year, no doubt buffing his foreign policy credentials.169 

He was named minister of foreign relations that same month, and it was in this capacity that 

Talleyrand became involved in the greatest land deal of his generation.  

 By 1802, France’s Louisiana ambitions had finally been realized, and the French were 

preparing to re-establish their North American empire. Jefferson, now President of the United 

States, was far less sanguine about the prospect, however. “There is on the globe one single spot, 

one possessor of which is our natural and habitual enemy,”  he contended: “ It is New Orleans.” 170 

But Jefferson need not have feared. He was saved by the very people who so haunted his 

imagination: the slaves in Saint Domingue battling for their freedom.171 France’s dreams of a 

new North American empire disappeared at their hands. It was in this context that the Duc de 

Noailles left the US, long after most of his compatriots, dying in 1803 in the Caribbean on a 
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mission to recapture the former colony for France. As tens of thousands of French troops were 

killed by Haitian forces, and decimated by the microbes of the tropical climate, it became clear 

that, without France’s doorway into the Gulf of Mexico, the Louisiana territory could not be 

held, and was probably not worth holding.172 “ I already consider this colony as entirely lost,”  

said Napoleon, ever quick to cut his losses, as he began shifting his attention to North Africa.173 

But Napoleon had one last matter to clear up as he withdrew from North America. “ It was left to 

him,”  Napoleon’s finance minister would later write, “only to prevent France’s loss from 

becoming Britain’s advantage.” 174 The Americans, aware of Napoleon’s fears, played up this 

danger: Robert Livingston, the US minister in France, warned the minister of French Navy that if 

France did not act, Louisiana would “ fall into the power of the English.” 175 Fearing just this 

scenario, France hastened to turn the colony over to the Americans.  

 When Talleyrand proposed selling the entire Louisiana Territory to stunned American 

diplomats in 1803, then, it was hardly his first negotiation in American lands. Unfortunately, the 

Americans did not have the ready cash France was demanding. For that, both parties turned to a 

set of familiar characters. With Théophile Cazenove in Paris advising Talleyrand, the sale was 

financed by a consortium made up of the Barings, the Hopes, and William Bingham. How they 

landed this deal remains unclear. Perhaps it was Alexander Baring who set the stage when he 

toured Paris in 1802 and, according to a diary he kept of the trip, dined several times with 

Talleyrand.176 Perhaps it was Pierre-César Labouchère, French partner in the Hope bank and 

Alexander Baring’s brother-in-law, who made it happen.177 Perhaps, it was, as the French 

Finance Minister Barbé de Marbois—who had married an American while he served in the 

French legation in Philadelphia—recalled, the American negotiators who insisted that the 

Barings and the Hopes get involved.178 (Rufus King would later write to the Barings hoping to 
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get a piece of the deal.179) Or perhaps it was a combination of all of these efforts. Also unclear 

are the exact details of the financing of the Louisiana Purchase. What is known is that Baring 

negotiated the deal, and that the French government actually signed a treaty with the Hope firm 

alongside its treaty with the United States.180 France received an immediate credit of two million 

francs with Thomas Willing’s firm for its Caribbean operations. Meanwhile, the Hopes and 

Barings raised the rest of the money on the British capital markets, turning the desperately-

needed funds over to France… so it could continue to wage war against Britain.181  

 The British government seemed happy at first to let the transaction go forward. “ It would 

have been wise for this country to pay a million sterling for the transfer of Louisiana from France 

to America,”  British Prime Minister Addington told Francis Baring, and allegedly “saw nothing 

in our conduct but to approve.” 182 Addington—not, by some accounts, the brightest bulb ever to 

grace the British Prime Minister’s office—would later change his mind.183 Even the US 

government would have qualms about the scale of profits the Barings and Hopes made on the 

deal, which Secretary of Treasury Albert Gallatin estimated at $3 million.184  

 It certainly made up for whatever loss they had taken on those Maine lands.  
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