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Introduction

The storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1789 electrifi ed in de pen dence 
movements throughout Eu rope. Just a month later, a revolution began in 
Liège and two months after that another in the Belgian provinces (Aus-
trian Netherlands). Although these revolutions  were as different as the 
societies from which they sprung and  were followed within a year by an 
Austrian invasion and restoration, they would play a central but hereto-
fore poorly understood role in the course of the French Revolution that 
had so inspired them.

This book offers a new interpretation of French foreign policy during 
the early years of the Revolution. Based on archival evidence in Paris, 
Brussels, Liège, and London, I argue that between March 1792 and April 
1793, French foreign policy was formulated and directed by two successive 
and largely forgotten French foreign ministers,  Charles- François Du-
mouriez and Pierre LeBrun, whose principal motivation during this tur-
bulent period was a plan to liberate the Belgian provinces and Liège from 
Austria and establish them as a united demo cratic republic, a project I have 
termed the Belgian plan although Dumouriez, LeBrun, or their contempo-
raries never referred to it as such. This new examination of the available 
evidence demonstrates that this Belgian plan took pre ce dence over all 
other foreign policy objectives in Dumouriez and LeBrun’s direction of 
foreign policy and played a crucial if not fully acknowledged role in the 
decision of French policymakers to declare war on Austria in April 1792 
and in the expansion of that war to include Britain, Spain, and the United 
Provinces called the War of the First Co ali tion in 1793.1 Thus Dumouriez 
and LeBrun’s pursuit of the Belgian plan launched a Eu ro pe an war that 
raged for two de cades and changed the course of both French and Eu ro-
pe an history.

The two central fi gures in the development of this Belgian plan 
 were Frenchmen of enormous talents and vastly different origins—
Dumouriez, a professional soldier and diplomat, and LeBrun, a journal-
ist and revolutionary—who had supported the successful but short- lived 
Belgian and Liégeois in de pen dence movements of 1789- 1790. Imbued 
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with Enlightenment principles and committed to the  eigh teenth- century 
notion of po liti cal democracy or republicanism, the two developed 
their Belgian plans f irst in de pen dently and later in collaboration. 
Archival evidence reveals that Dumouriez and LeBrun entered the for-
eign ministry determined to use French military power and resources 
to implement their Belgian plan, and that despite shifts in the specifi cs 
of that plan due to the contingencies of war, they never abandoned 
their dedication to Belgian liberty. Although they made decisions that 
appeared at times to subordinate the interests of revolutionary France 
to those of the Belgians and Liégeois, Dumouriez and LeBrun never 
doubted that they worked in the best interests of their nation and 
served the most enlightened principles of their age.

LeBrun, who served as the editor and publisher of the infl uential Jour-
nal général de l’Eu rope  from 1785 to 1792, was also a naturalized Liégeois 
citizen who had infl uenced the outbreak and course of the revolutions in 
Liège and the Belgian provinces, helped or ga nize Liège’s revolutionary 
government, and after its failure returned to Paris to continue his adopted 
country’s revolutionary struggle in exile. A founding member of the Com-
mittee of United Belgians and Liégeois in Paris, he was already committed 
to the cause of an in de pen dent Belgian Republic when he entered the 
French foreign ministry as a bureau chief in March 1792 and became 
French foreign minister in August that year.

Dumouriez, from an aristocratic family with ties to Belgium, was al-
ready  well- known as a talented soldier and diplomat when in 1790 he was 
appointed French military advisor to the newly established in de pen dent 
Belgian government and remained dedicated to the cause of an in de pen-
dent Belgian Republic in his capacity as an advisor to major fi gures in the 
French revolutionary government. Upon becoming French foreign minis-
ter in March 1792, he selected LeBrun as his fi rst offi cer for Belgian and 
Liégeois affairs. Their close collaboration began in August 1792, when 
LeBrun became French minister of foreign affairs and supported Du-
mouriez’s appointment as  commander- in- chief of the French Republic’s 
Army of the North.

The  single- minded efforts of Dumouriez and LeBrun to implement 
their plans for the Belgian provinces and Liège affected the course of the 
revolution in France as well. After seizing the king’s prerogative over the 
conduct of foreign affairs in March 1792, the revolutionary assembly’s 
preoccupation with internal problems and factional struggles and the dep-
uties’ inexperience in foreign affairs allowed the two men and their com-
patriots an extraordinary degree of latitude in focusing French foreign and 
military policy on establishing an in de pen dent Belgian Republic. Essen-
tial to that project was the support of the Girondin faction, whose espousal 
of a universal crusade to liberate subjected peoples was consistent with 
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Dumouriez and LeBrun’s goal of  Belgian- Liégeois liberation. To that end, 
the Belgian connection played a fateful role in drawing revolutionary 
France into a devastating war against ancient régime  Eu rope and led to the 
charges of treason against Dumouriez and LeBrun that remain part of the 
established history of the French Revolution.

Indeed, historians have variously treated Dumouriez as a po liti cal adven-
turer, a  crypto- royalist, and an  arch- traitor, and have dismissed LeBrun as 
an ineffectual bystander despite his role as foreign minister for almost a 
year. Accounts of their activities have relied primarily on the later four- 
volume memoirs of Dumouriez, in which he presents himself as a propo-
nent of constitutional monarchy while disclosing nothing of his ardent 
support for Belgian in de pen dence or his republican sympathies. In fact, he 
deprecates his infl uence on French foreign policy and military strategy and 
makes no mention of his collaboration with LeBrun. Dumouriez’s mem-
oirs, purposely written to gain an appointment in one of the Eu ro pe an 
governments after his defection, are a valuable but fl awed historical source.

The massive archival material on the lives and careers of Dumouriez 
and LeBrun, much of it previously unexamined, reveals that during these 
momentous months, it was not elected policymakers but Dumouriez and 
LeBrun, supported by the foreign ministry’s permanent staff and friends 
in the revolutionary government, who formulated and executed French 
foreign policy. Dumouriez’s belongings and effects, seized immediately 
after his defection and placed with the rec ords of the Committee of Gen-
eral Security,  were then dispersed among the French National Archives, 
the Bibliothèque Nationale, the Archives of the Ministries of War and 
Foreign Affairs, and the Archives of the Prefecture of Police in Paris. 
Found with those papers are the memoirs, correspondence, and other 
papers of LeBrun, including the complete correspondence between the 
two that reveals their close collaboration.

Another important source is the registers and minutes of the Diplo-
matic Committees of the Legislative Assembly and the Convention. 
Sources in the Belgian and Liégeois archives additionally reveal important 
connections between the Belgian and Liégeois patriots and Dumouriez 
and LeBrun. Considerable archival materials from this period are also 
available in the Library of the British Museum and the Public Record 
Offi ce at Kew Gardens, the depository of the British foreign offi ce rec ords. 
 Here, for instance, are the rec ords of “Grenville’s spies,” British secret 
agents in Paris, which are important for understanding the British view of 
French foreign policy in the six months before the French declaration of 
war on Great Britain and the United Provinces in early 1793.

Altogether, these sources challenge the standard interpretation of the 
French Revolution that treats French foreign policy of 1792- 1793 as a 
miscarriage of revolutionary enthusiasm, a reckless Girondin ideological 
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crusade against kings, priests, and nobles that led France into a war that 
by the summer of 1793 brought the French Republic close to defeat. Du-
mouriez is portrayed as a Girondin accomplice, his eventual defection the 
culminating treason for which the Girondins are held accountable. The 
myth of reckless Girondin expansionism eventually defeated in the Belgian 
provinces was originally a Montagnard invention meant to discredit their 
adversaries that has come to be accepted by most subsequent historians.

Expanding on recent revisionist assessments of the early years of the 
French Revolution, this study explains how Dumouriez and LeBrun  were 
able to use the foreign policy consensus within the revolutionary assem-
blies to direct foreign policy during these crucial years in their unwavering 
effort to liberate the Belgian provinces and Liège and create an in de pen-
dent Belgian Republic. It integrates the Belgian plan into the history of 
the French Revolution, provides new insights into the origins and expan-
sion of the war against much of Eu rope, and illuminates the relationships 
between revolutionary France and the peoples of neighboring states. Above 
all, it reinterprets the signifi cance and characters of Dumouriez and LeBrun, 
whose initiative on behalf of the Belgian plan played a major role in the 
revolutionary events of 1792 and 1793.
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C h a p t e r  1

Pierre LeBrun 
and the Liégeois 
Revolution, 
1754–1792

Pierre LeBrun was born in 1754 in Noyon in the French province of 
Picardy near the  Franco- Belgian frontier, the son of a poor churchwarden.1 
Despite his humble beginnings, he was early recognized as an outstanding 
student, and by 1766 the local cathedral awarded him a scholarship to at-
tend the prestigious Collège of  Louis- le- Grand in Paris. There he achieved 
great academic distinction in the classics, mathematics, and the sciences 
and eagerly discussed the works of Voltaire, Rousseau, Montesquieu, and 
the authors of the Encyclopédie,  absorbing the Enlightenment ideas that 
would drive his future career as a journalist, po liti cal activist, and states-
man. In this heady environment, LeBrun also became acquainted with 
such other future revolutionaries as Maximilien Robespierre, Camille 
Desmoulins, and Stanislas Fréron. After his graduation, LeBrun fi rst 
pursued a career in mathematics and astronomy at the Royal Observatory 
in Paris. In 1779, however, for reasons unknown, he abruptly enlisted in 
the French  army—an apparently unhappy choice, as after two years he 
deserted.

Unable to remain in France, LeBrun emigrated to the principality of 
Liège under the patronage of Abbé  Jean- Noël Paquot, a former professor at 
the University of Louvain. LeBrun arrived in Liège restless and not yet 
able to focus his considerable talents and energy. In 1782, after LeBrun 
had a brief stint as a tutor for the children of  Bernard- Antoine de Rasqui-
net, a municipal magistrate, Paquot helped him obtain a position as an 
apprentice to the printer  Jean- Jacques Tutot, where he soon became a master 
printer and coeditor of Tutot’s Journal historique et politique. The following 
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year, LeBrun married a Liégeoise,  Marie- Jeanne Cherette, and a year later 
fathered a son,  Jean- Pierre. Within fi ve years of his arrival, LeBrun clearly 
had made Liège his home.2

The Bishopric of Liège, an in de pen dent episcopal principality of the 
Holy Roman Empire, was not a cultural backwater but an intellectually 
and po liti cally sophisticated society. Since the early fourteenth century, 
local representative governments had protected individual liberties and 
fostered an intellectual and economic development far more advanced 
than anywhere in Eu rope. The Liégeois  were governed by a communal 
council, an Estates General, and a  prince- bishop elected by the canons 
of the Cathedral of  Saint- Lambert, confi rmed by the pope, and invested 
with temporal authority by the Holy Roman Emperor.3 The communal 
council, which advised the  prince- bishop, consisted of representatives 
of  thirty- two municipal corporations elected by the universal suffrage 
of their members, and the rights afforded the corporations fostered a 
demo cratic spirit among all Liégeois citizens. Under a wide franchise, 
the Liégeois elected two bourgmestres (mayors), whose decisions  were 
supervised by the communal council. The Estates General consisted 
of three  orders—the sixty canons of the Cathedral, the nobility, and the 
elected mayors of the  twenty- three  municipalities—each order with 
veto power over the others. The  prince- bishop ruled with the consent of 
the Estates General; as Henri Pirenne, the Belgian historian pointed 
out, “their consent is as indispensable as that of the Parliament is to the 
king of En gland.”4 In domestic affairs, the  prince- bishop largely de-
ferred to the estates and his prime minister, although he had limited 
emergency powers. The  prince- bishop determined foreign policy, con-
ferring on disputed matters with the other princes of the Holy Roman 
Empire and the emperor in the Imperial Chamber of Wetzlar. With his 
sovereign rights maintained only by an alliance of neighboring powers 
and his revenues derived solely from his ecclesiastical position, he 
was in effect a po liti cal ruler in de pen dent of local interests. As a result, 
by LeBrun’s day the Liégeois  were among the least oppressed peoples of 
Eu rope.

During the second half of the eigh teenth century, strong intellectual 
currents began to challenge the status quo in the Bishopric of Liège and 
Belgium, where, unlike most of ancien régime  Eu rope, Enlightenment 
works circulated freely. In the de cade preceding LeBrun’s arrival, the 
number of printers, journals, newspapers, and bookshops had increased 
dramatically.5 As early as 1755, Pierre Rousseau had arrived in Liège from 
Toulouse and, with the patronage of the  prince- bishop’s ministers and the 
Austrian minister to Brussels, established a newspaper, the Journal ency-
clopédique,  dedicated to the dissemination of Enlightenment thought in 
Liège and Belgium. Rousseau had corresponded with and published the 
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works of Voltaire and a number of enlightened publicists, attacked the 
ancien régime  social order as irrational and unjust, and proclaimed that 
the application of reason and the new science would reform and regener-
ate all of Eu ro pe an society. By then, printers in Brussels  were openly sell-
ing  Jean- Jacques Rousseau’s collected works, and Voltaire’s works and 
Diderot’s Encyclopédie   were published in Liège soon after. A demo cratic 
movement grounded in Enlightenment thought had gradually taken 
shape in Liège,6 and LeBrun’s new career was profoundly shaped by its 
role as a center of Enlightenment thought enjoying almost unlimited 
freedom of the press.

These developments coincided roughly with Charles François Vel-
bruck’s election as  prince- bishop of Liège in 1772. Velbruck, educated in 
German universities, had become an ardent supporter of the Aufklärung , 
and as  prince- bishop he supported the rights of all Liégeois citizens 
against the privileged elite, institutionalized the principle of pop u lar sov-
ereignty, and preserved the tradition of local autonomy. His efforts  were 
supported by the press, which championed civil equality, abolition of 
privilege, and freedom of thought. To further those same ends, in 1779 
Velbruck founded the Société d’Émulation to give men of letters and 
publicists the opportunity to read and discuss the works of the philosophes 
and publicly champion pop u lar sovereignty. But in 1784, the enlightened 
Velbruck died and was replaced by Constantin de Hoensbroeck, a conser-
vative whose authoritarian regime threatened to destroy not only the lib-
eral representative institutions of Liège but also the enlightened cultural 
atmosphere that had nurtured its free press.7 The Société d’Émulation 
quickly became the nucleus of po liti cal opposition to Hoensbroeck, and 
LeBrun, who had been welcomed as a member, began to use his position 
as an in de pen dent journalist to play a more active role in politics.

To voice his opposition to the new  prince- bishop, LeBrun left Tutot to 
establish his own newspaper, the Journal général de l’Eu rope , in collabora-
tion with his fellow printer  Jacques- Joseph Smits, who became LeBrun’s 
lifelong friend and supporter. The Journal général  comprised approxi-
mately thirty pages per issue and was published three times a week, in six 
volumes a year at a subscription rate of 18 livres.8 According to LeBrun, by 
August 1789 the paper’s circulation brought in some 50,000 livres per 
year, or roughly 2,800 regular subscriptions, and had an estimated reader-
ship of 15,000.9 LeBrun’s correspondence as publisher reveals an entrepre-
neurial spirit and the extraordinary effort he devoted to the writing, 
editing, printing, and international distribution of the Journal général . His 
newspaper had a wide network of correspondents from the principal cities 
of Western Eu rope. Its readers came from the literate of all classes, and 
copies  were distributed to all the major Eu ro pe an booksellers to gain the 
widest possible audience.10
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LeBrun’s Journal général  was international in scope, covering both Lié-
geois and Eu ro pe an politics, and it circulated widely (if not always openly) 
throughout the Holy Roman Empire, the United Provinces, France, and 
En gland.11 As subscriptions increased, LeBrun’s readership extended into 
Prus sia, where (he told the Berlin bookseller François Lagard) his acquain-
tance with infl uential civil servants close to the king, Frederick William 
II, ensured the circulation of the Journal général .12 LeBrun’s correspon-
dence with the directors of postal ser vices and booksellers in Paris, Mez-
ières, Lille, and Sedan indicates that the underground circulation of the 
Journal général  was protected by LeBrun’s friend M. Buchoz, personal 
physician of the Count of Provence, among others.13 Although the Journal 
général’s  staff resided and published in Liège, they maintained another 
offi cial location in Herve in the Belgian province of Limbourg under the 
name of Société Typographique. In establishing his newspaper, LeBrun 
had sought and gained the protection of Joseph II, the Hapsburg emperor, 
whose enlightened reforms in Belgium LeBrun supported in its pages.

As an international gazette, the Journal général  was one of many publi-
cations that played an important role in the prerevolutionary po liti cal 
culture of the late 1780s, transmitting information to the public and rep-
resenting an educated and  well- informed opinion to those in power.14 
As such, it was a manifestation of the importance of the emerging public 
sphere and public opinion in late  eigh teenth- century Eu rope.15 William 
Augustus Miles, William Pitt’s secret agent in Liège, wrote to the British 
prime minister of “the very great infl uence which this Gazette has on the 
minds of the people  here, for, their Breviary excepted, the  whole of their 
reading is confi ned to it.”16 LeBrun maintained from the start that its 
purpose was “to propagate the reign of the philosophes and to spread the 
wise principles of the Enlightenment to the public,” thus bringing about 
a more just society through rational po liti cal and economic reform.17 For 
LeBrun, in other words, the Journal général  was not merely a livelihood 
but a mission.

LeBrun became a master propagandist and a fi ery champion of Rous-
seau’s Social Contract, promoting Rousseau’s notion of liberty and insist-
ing that all authority is founded on the free consent of the governed. In 
article after article, LeBrun denounced the injustices of the ancien régime  
and questioned the motives of the powerful, challenging them to recog-
nize the limits of their power and the extent of their obligations. “Leaders 
of all nations, of all ranks,” he asked, “Do you at least know the limits of 
the powers which are given you? Are you totally informed of the full ex-
tent of your responsibilities? Have you ever forgotten that sovereign au-
thority belongs to the nation and that it is above all the individual persons 
who make up that nation?”18 Citing Rousseau’s dictum that “As long as a 
people is constrained to obey, and obeys, it does well; but as soon as it can 
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shake off the yoke, and shakes it off, it does better,” he left no doubt about 
the implications of this view for present governments and future patriots: 
“With Despotic Governments, the Sovereign, lacking the aid of the law to 
control public opinion, cannot guarantee that his orders are carried out 
except through the use of force, that is, through torture and execution. 
Reciprocally, the people, being unable to fi nd a remedy to the despotism of 
the tyrant, turn necessarily to violence, to uprising, and to massacre.”19 
LeBrun and his collaborators also used the Journal général  to disseminate 
the Enlightenment ideas of the physiocrats Mercier de la Rivière, the Abbé 
Baudeau, and Pierre Samuel Dupont de Nemours to the literate public. 
Above all, LeBrun became an apostle of the master physiocrat he referred 
to as “the wise, the benefi cent Quesnay,” ardently defending free trade and 
advocating the abolition of indirect taxes and the imposition of a land tax 
only on the revenue of landed proprietors.20 Arguing with increasing fre-
quency for individual freedom and for the legitimacy of revolt against 
despotism, LeBrun’s writing was part of the machinery of protest, fi rst of 
reform and then of revolution, and helped ignite po liti cal dissatisfaction 
throughout Eu rope.

At fi rst LeBrun restricted his subject matter to Enlightenment themes 
and general politics, limiting his direct criticism of the authoritarian meth-
ods of  Prince- Bishop Hoensbroeck. By the spring of 1786, however, Hoens-
broeck’s censorship and po liti cal oppression had increased, and his role in 
the Jeux de Spa affair led LeBrun to launch an  all- out attack on his regime 
that helped set the stage for the Liégeois Revolution. The  prince- bishop, 
although a religious fanatic, had personally controlled the gambling conces-
sions in the resort town of Spa. The previous July, however, Noël Levoz, a 
wealthy Liégeois merchant, had declared Hoensbroeck’s monopoly uncon-
stitutional and opened his own gambling casino there. When the city 
council ruled in favor of the  prince- bishop, who then closed Levoz’s casino, 
Levoz sued him, arguing that Hoensbroeck had violated his rights as a citizen 
of Liège. This time the city council agreed with Levoz but was overruled by 
the Imperial Chamber of Wetzlar, and Levoz’s gambling casino remained 
closed. In response, Levoz published a bitter pamphlet protesting Hoens-
broeck’s arbitrary action, prompting a stormy public controversy over 
the powers of the chief executive and the rights of his subjects. This was 
followed by an especially virulent anonymous pamphlet attacking the 
 prince- bishop that the authorities suspected had been authored by Hya-
cinthe Fabry, the son of the chief of police,  Jacques- Joseph Fabry. When 
Hoensbroek dismissed the elder Fabry from his post a few months later, 
LeBrun began a concerted propaganda campaign against the  prince- bishop’s 
abuses of power.

The public debate over the Jeux de Spa affair led to the emergence of 
two opposing po liti cal factions in Liège: the aristocrats, who advocated 
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giving all po liti cal power to the  prince- bishop, and the patriots or demo-
crats, who maintained that the accustomed and constitutional rights of 
the Liégeois and the legislature limited the  prince- bishop’s authority. The 
patriot leaders of the community, all respected members of the Société 
d’Émulation, founded the Société Patriotique and pledged to defend the 
rights of citizens and pop u lar sovereignty against Hoensbroeck’s encroach-
ments. Among its members was Pierre LeBrun.

In March 1786, LeBrun moved to oppose  Prince- Bishop Hoensbroeck 
openly. As LeBrun’s criticism of the  prince- bishop’s regime became more 
strident, Liège became increasingly dangerous for him and his staff.21 When 
Hoensbroeck initiated judicial action to close down the newspaper offi ce in 
August 1786, LeBrun and Smits  were forced to leave Liège to avoid impris-
onment. Fleeing with their families, they moved the operation of the news-
paper to their Belgian offi ce in Herve, where LeBrun redoubled his assault 
on Hoensbroeck, calling for the reestablishment of pop u lar sovereignty and 
individual freedoms, including freedom of the press. His primary contact 
in Liège was Fabry, who, after LeBrun’s exile, sent him detailed accounts of 
events in the principality.22

In Herve, LeBrun became the major spokesman for enlightened reform 
in Liège and the Belgian provinces. He advocated giving the Liégeois the 
right to elect all members of the communal council, urged the establish-
ment of a uniform land tax for all landowners, and denounced the 
 prince- bishop’s imposition of taxes and arbitrary rule. Over the next three 
years, LeBrun’s po liti cal thought grew progressively more radical, and 
the incendiary words of LeBrun and other such propagandists stimulated 
the emergence of centers of protest across the continent. As pop u lar agitation 
for reforms increased across much of Eu rope, the authoritarian positions 
of the royal governments became more intransigent. When even the en-
lightened Joseph II, frustrated by Belgian opposition to his liberal reforms, 
used force to implement them, LeBrun opposed him and attacked all 
monarchy as tyranny.23 After 1788, the newspaper and its editor openly 
publicized not only the ideals of natural law and pop u lar sovereignty but 
also the legitimacy of revolt against despotic governments:

Violence, fear, gullibility, prejudice, credulity, and imprudence often pro-
duce a numbing of the people and destroy their natural spirit, but when 
they listen to the voice of reason and when necessity forces them to come 
out of their lethargy, they see that the  so- called rights of their tyrants are 
but effects of injustice, of seduction, and of force, which have not been suc-
cessful in destroying the eternal rights of man; it is that nations, given 
cause to recall their dignity, remember that they themselves established 
authority, that they have submitted to it only to attain happiness, that the 
law exists only to represent their will, and that when the sovereign power 
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deviates from their plan, they assume once more their primitive in de pen-
dence and can revoke the powers that are being shamefully abused.24

During his stay in Herve, LeBrun had become not merely a reformist but 
a revolutionary.

In Liège, the patriots’ active opposition to Hoensbroeck was the major 
cause of the Liégeois Revolution in August 1789. News of the revolutionary 
drama playing out in France earlier that summer had thrilled and encour-
aged the Liégeois patriots. In June, the pages of LeBrun’s Journal général  
 were fi lled with news of the revolution of the French National Assembly, 
and in July the Liégeois  were moved by his account of the storming of the 
Bastille in Paris:

The people of Paris fought today only for their liberty; they massacred only 
those who had given them provocation and who had betrayed them. These 
people who have been too much slandered, accused of being so debased, so 
corrupt, showed that they had great vigor, admirable courage. These people 
who had for thirteen hundred years fought so well and so gloriously for 
their kings could not fail to avail themselves again of their traditional vigor 
at a time when it was necessary to fi ght for their liberty, for the constitution 
that they wish to give themselves.25

So vivid was this account, in fact, that Joseph II, one of the newly threat-
ened crowns of Eu rope, charged that “your pages written in this spirit 
would become the sound of alarm for all of Eu rope” and ordered the 
Herve offi ces of the newspaper closed.26 LeBrun, in a written response, 
stated that his stance merely reaffi rmed his commitment to the Enlighten-
ment principles of liberty and natural law: “These truths are to be found 
in a hundred places throughout our paper; they have even been repeated 
often, endlessly; they are unvaryingly graven in our hearts; no human 
force will ever efface them.”27

Although the Journal général’s  advocacy of such ideals led to its closing, 
it had already had its effect on the tumultuous events that followed. On 9 
August, emboldened by the events in France, the patriots demanded elec-
tions for their own national representative assembly. Four days later, 
Hoensbroeck fi nally made a conciliatory gesture, announcing an intention 
to unite the three estates in an assembly and proposing that the clergy re-
nounce its  tax- exempt status. But he had acted too late. On 19 August, 
contempt for the regime exploded into revolt.

On that day, workers from the factory of the arms manufacturer Gos-
suin and other townspeople poured into the streets in protest against 
Hoensbroeck’s rule. In a march to the Hôtel de Ville led by the patriot lead-
ers, they took over the government in a bloodless coup. By acclamation 
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the crowd proclaimed the patriots Fabry and J. R. de Chestret the 
bourgmestres of Liège, and  Jean- Pierre Ranssonnet, a friend of George 
Washington recently returned from the war for American in de pen dence, 
seized the citadel and forced its commander to fi re a  twenty- one gun salute 
in their honor.28 In a letter to Miles, Fabry captured the excited atmosphere 
of the revolution: “Yes, the revolution is true! Since the 17th I have not had 
a minute to myself. The work is im mense. We must watch day and night. It 
is impossible for me to give you the details; it is a miracle that this operation 
has been effected without a drop of blood, without a scratch.”29 Hoens-
broeck was forced to sign an abrogation of his powers, and the revolutionar-
ies reestablished pop u lar sovereignty.30 LeBrun and his newspaper  were 
welcomed back to Liège, and in its pages a euphoric LeBrun praised the 
revolution:

It is a  spectacle—both magnifi cent and  imposing—of a people who recog-
nize their prerogatives, who reclaim them and know how to recover them; 
but how much more interesting still is this spectacle when a revolution of 
this kind seems less an insurrection, a struggle of hatred and vengeance, 
than a reunifi cation of feelings, a coming together of points of view, a self-
less and patriotic struggle, and when such a fi ne conquest is not bathed in 
blood, it demands only tears of joy and tenderness. The city of Liège pro-
vided this great example during the last three days, and Liège has regained 
its liberty.31

On 27 August, Hoensbroeck, although invited to remain titular head 
of the government, fl ed to the Abbey of Saint Maximin near Trier to or ga-
nize opposition to the revolution. Fortunately for the new government, 
Frederick William II of Prus sia offered to mediate between the prince- 
bishop and the revolutionary government and to send troops to Liège to 
restore order, supporting the new regime to gain advantage over his rival 
Leopold of Austria. The Liégeois gratefully accepted his support and pro-
tection, and on 30 October Prus sian forces commanded by General von 
Schlieffen occupied the city. LeBrun played an active role in gaining the 
intervention of the Prus sians, meeting frequently with the Baron de Senfft, 
the Prus sian resident at Liège, and with the Baron de Dohm, the Prus sian 
representative to the Circle of Westphalia. In the Journal général , LeBrun 
assured the populace that the Prus sian troops  were in Liège only to protect 
the new revolutionary government.32 Even though the insurgents knew 
that the other German princes of the empire had sworn to resist the new 
revolutionary government, they could now face the counterrevolutionary 
armies with at least the support of Prus sia.

Seeking to maintain Prus sia’s support and to soothe the rest of the 
Eu ro pe an community’s apprehensions about the new regime, the new 
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revolutionary government turned to LeBrun to conduct its foreign af-
fairs and diplomacy. Multilingual and an expert in Eu ro pe an affairs, 
LeBrun was a logical choice; having analyzed the international scene 
daily for almost fi ve years, he understood the predispositions of the for-
eign powers and the po liti cal and historical context of Liège’s position in 
Eu rope. He also had connections with the British through his friendship 
with Miles, whom he had met three years earlier when Miles, attached to 
the mission of Sir James Harris representing Britain to the Estates Gen-
eral in Holland, served as Pitt’s unoffi cial agent in Liège. As Belgium 
had also just won its in de pen dence, Miles argued that, with Britain’s 
concurrence, the Liégeois and Belgians should unite into a single repub-
lic to resist their possible invasion by France, where despite the revolution, 
the king still directed foreign affairs. Liège’s revolutionary government 
hoped through the intervention of Miles to secure Britain’s recognition 
and protection despite its offi cial policy, which was to support Hoens-
broeck’s restoration and the Austrian regime in Belgium. Thus, in De-
cember LeBrun initiated overtures to the new Belgian revolutionary 
government about the possible  union of the two peoples, but he received 
no response.33 In early April 1790, the Liégeois government also made its 
fi rst appeal to France for help, sending a delegation of representatives to 
the Fête of the Fédération in Paris to seek French support for Liégeois 
in de pen dence. Although both the National Assembly and the patriots of 
the Jacobin Club received the delegation with enthusiasm, they could 
offer no offi cial assurances of French support or recognition of the Lié-
geois revolutionary government.34

When the ruling princes of the Holy Roman Empire who made up the 
Imperial Chamber of Wetzlar published an edict condemning Prus sia’s 
protection of the new Liégeois government and calling on the other circles 
of the empire to restore the  prince- bishop to power, LeBrun and the patri-
ots launched an aggressive campaign to rally the people against the antici-
pated counterrevolution. In May, LeBrun wrote, “Oh Liégeois! If a more 
powerful motive  were needed to excite you than that of justice of your 
cause, we would still offer you only one alternative: the necessity of con-
quering or the certainty of being  buried—you and your  families—under 
the ruins of liberty and the  father- land.”35 When the armies of the electors 
of Palatine and Mainz invaded Liège later that month, the quickly consti-
tuted revolutionary army drove them back across the Meuse into German 
 territory—a victory confi rming the new government. A euphoric LeBrun 
urged continued re sis tance, maintaining that the Liégeois could take heart 
that Prus sia, Britain, and France  were favorably disposed to their cause.

In addition to conducting foreign affairs for the new nation, LeBrun 
helped Pierre Joseph Henckart draw up a plan for a demo cratic govern-
ment in Liège designed to neutralize the power of the privileged elites by 
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providing for the po liti cal participation of all male citizens and dividing 
the city and suburbs into sixty sections, each of which would directly elect 
its own assembly by secret ballot.36 The new municipal government con-
sisted of two councils, the members of which  were elected for  two- year 
terms, thus abolishing the privileged positions of the  thirty- two profes-
sional corporations in the old communal council.37 On 23 July, the city’s 
leaders made LeBrun a naturalized citizen of Liège to honor his role in the 
revolution and the planning of the new in de pen dent government. While 
never renouncing his French citizenship, LeBrun pledged “to be forever 
faithful to the laws and to the interests of the country that has just adopted 
me.”38 Within a few days, he was elected to the General Council and 
made its secretary. LeBrun had become a central fi gure in the revolution-
ary government.

Meanwhile, events  were unfolding outside of Liège that would have 
fateful consequences for the success of its revolution. Although antago-
nisms among the great powers had thus far prevented active opposition to 
the Liégeois Revolution, by late June the po liti cal climate changed drasti-
cally. On 26 June 1790, diplomats from Austria, Prus sia, Britain, and the 
United Provinces met at Reichenbach, Silesia, to discuss the restoration of 
the Austrian regime in Belgium and to establish a general and lasting 
peace among the old regimes of Eu rope to protect their power in the face 
of the new revolutionary threat. Prus sia’s earlier offer of help for Liège had 
played out against the backdrop of the  Austro- Prus sian rivalry in central 
Eu rope, one of the major obstacles to peace. Though rumors of an immi-
nent Prus sian attack on Austria had circulated between February and 
June, Prus sia’s Frederick William and Austria’s Leopold had actually be-
gun negotiating their differences as early as March, Frederick William 
seeking territorial compensation for its support and Leopold recognizing 
that peace with Prus sia was imperative if Austria was to regain control 
of the Belgian provinces.39 Britain and the United Provinces had good 
reason to support a general peace in Eu rope, as the Nootka Sound Crisis, 
which had fl ared up in May 1790, threatened to involve both nations in 
a naval war with Spain.40

The Declaration of Reichenbach, signed on 27 July 1790, accomplished 
the goal of the  conference—a peace in Eu rope that would hold until Le-
Brun and Dumouriez led France into war with Austria two years later, but 
one which came at the expense of the rebellious Belgians and Liégeois. 
Meeting at the Hague Conference in late October 1790, the great powers 
confi rmed the support of Prus sia, Austria, Britain, and the United Prov-
inces for an Austrian military restoration of Belgium and Liège.41

In response, the Liégeois frantically began military preparations to re-
place the departed Prus sian troops, creating two regiments of National 
Guards commanded by  Jean- Joseph Fyon and Hyacinthe Fabry, while 
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LeBrun unsuccessfully continued to seek military support from France.42 
As the German and Austrian armies approached Liège, the combined 
councils met for the last time on 23 December 1790. In a stormy meeting, 
LeBrun and Smits urged their fellow citizens to oppose the counterrevolu-
tionary forces with their last breath, but the council members voted to 
surrender to Leopold. 43

In despair, LeBrun and the patriots fl ed into exile in late December, 
fi rst to Givet and then to Paris, LeBrun calling upon other Liégeois demo-
crats to follow him to France, where he declared, “they will be received 
with open arms and that in that way they will one day be able to avenge 
themselves on Leopold.”44 Now back in the country of his birth, still in 
the throes of revolution itself, LeBrun thereafter dedicated himself to ad-
vancing the enlightened principles of liberty, equality, and re sis tance to 
tyranny and to a plan for Belgian and Liégeois in de pen dence. From Paris, 
in January 1791 LeBrun resumed publication of the Journal général , which 
now became the offi cial newspaper of the Liégeois and, eventually, the 
 Belgian- Liégeois patriot party, and began lobbying French patriots and 
policymakers for their support for the liberation of the Liégeois.45 The 
deputies Antoine Pierre Barnave and Philippe Auguste Merlin de Douai 
 were interested, but the most infl uential deputy of the time, Honoré Ga-
briel Riquette, the Count de Mirabeau, was extremely receptive and kept 
in regular contact with LeBrun and the Liégeois patriots through Guil-
laume de  Bonne- Carrère.

Bonne- Carrère, who had been an agent for the French Ministry of For-
eign Affairs since the early 1780s, would play an important role in the 
project to liberate Liège and Belgium. After the French Revolution, the 
French foreign minister Armand Marc, the Count de Montmorin, had 
sent him on secret missions throughout Eu rope, and through these assign-
ments  Bonne- Carrère had become acquainted with Mirabeau, Charles- 
François Dumouriez, and  Hugues- Bernard Maret. In Paris,  Bonne- Carrère 
had joined the Société des Amis de la Constitution, better known as the 
Jacobin Club, and even served as its secretary, yet he maintained good 
relations with all the factions that made up the complex politics of revolu-
tionary France, including key policymakers in the revolutionary assemblies 
and at court. 46 In March 1791, through the intervention of Mirabeau, 
 Bonne- Carrère was named French minister to the restored Austrian re-
gime in Liège, but Hoensbroeck, fearing the resurgence of a demo cratic 
revolution, refused to recognize him. Bonne- Carrère became a staunch 
advocate of Liégeois in de pen dence, hoping to eventually become the 
French ambassador to a new  Belgian- Liégeois Republic, and Mirabeau 
made him the unoffi cial liaison between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and the patriots in France. During this time,  Bonne- Carrère and LeBrun 
became close friends, working together toward their goal of establishing 
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a Liégeois Republic. When Antoine DeLessart replaced Montmorin as 
foreign minister in November 1791, he chose  Bonne- Carrère as his secre-
tary and chief liaison with the Diplomatic Committee of the Legislative 
Assembly. Through him, LeBrun became the chief intermediary between 
the Liégeois and Belgian patriots in Paris and the foreign ministry that he 
would one day head.

What would become LeBrun’s plan for liberating Liège and Belgium 
was also strongly infl uenced by the ideas of his close friend Fabry. After the 
failure of the Liégeois Revolution and the Austrian restoration, Fabry, his 
son Hyacinthe, and Nicolas Bassenge fl ed to Venlo in the Dutch Nether-
lands instead of to Paris with the majority of Liégeois exiles, but they main-
tained close contact with the patriots in Paris. In the fall of 1791, Fabry was 
the fi rst of the  Belgian- Liégeois patriots to argue that for France to success-
fully oppose the growing counterrevolutionary threat, it must declare war 
on Austria and launch a preemptive strike on the Belgian provinces. In a 
letter to the patriot Levoz, Fabry argued that the French king’s fl ight to 
Varennes that June had proved that he was in fact inalterably opposed to 
the French revolutionary government, and that sooner or later Austria 
would or ga nize a co ali tion of monarchs whose armies would invade France 
to restore the absolute monarchy unless France fi rst declared war on Austria 
by launching a swift, decisive strike into Belgium and Liège.47 Fabry main-
tained that if a French army of two or three thousand crossed the Franco- 
Belgian frontier, fi fty or sixty thousand Liégeois would rise in revolt and 
overthrow the  prince- bishop’s regime within a week, the Belgians would 
follow their example, and their combined insurrection would ensure a 
French victory. He warned, however, that the French must strike quickly 
before Austria had time to completely militarize the Belgian provinces and 
Liège and to or ga nize an “invincible co ali tion of crowns.” Fabry urged the 
patriots in Paris to or ga nize a Liégeois legion that could be mobilized on 
the  Franco- Belgian frontier and to be ready in case war should break out 
between France and Austria.

Taking Fabry’s advice, LeBrun and the Liégeois and Belgian patriots 
immediately began to or ga nize legions. On 9 November, Fabry wrote to 
LeBrun that, according to his sources, an attack upon France was fast ap-
proaching. Austria was sending more troops to Belgium and Liège, border-
ing France, and “along with the sixty thousand Austrian troops marching 
toward the Rhine  were Hessians, Wurtemburgers, and contingents of other 
Teutonic animals and Prus sians.”48 It was essential, he warned, that the le-
gions be ready as soon as possible. In the Journal général,  LeBrun began to 
strongly urge France to declare war on the Hapsburg Empire, as Leopold 
had sworn his opposition to the French revolutionary government. He ad-
vised the policymakers in Paris to take advantage of the revolutionary fer-



 L e B r u n  a n d  t h e  L i é g e o i s  R e v o l u t i o n  19

ment in Belgium and Liège, assuring them that if French troops invaded 
those territories, the patriots would revolt against the hated regimes and 
together they would defeat the Austrian army.49 On 18 December 1791, 
LeBrun led a Liégeois delegation to the bar of the Legislative Assembly to 
seek the deputies’ support for the creation of a legion that would fi ght 
alongside the French army against Austria.50 Warmly received, LeBrun ap-
pealed to the deputies’ shared devotion to liberty, arguing that Austria 
would quickly restore a reactionary regime in France as it had in Liège.

LeBrun also lent his support to the Belgian Vonckists, the republican 
wing of the co ali tion led by  Jean- François Vonck that had won in de pen-
dence there. As they worked together in Paris, the exiled Belgian Vonck-
ists and Liégeois patriots came to see the wisdom of a  Belgian- Liégeois 
 union, which LeBrun had earlier suggested at Miles’s urging. In April 
1791, Albert d’Aubreme, a leading Vonckist in Paris, wrote to Vonck about 
the close ties he had formed with LeBrun and the Liégeois patriots and 
recommended that they join forces.51 LeBrun had grown to admire the 
Vonckist leader Edouard de Walckiers, praising him as a dedicated and 
loyal patriot who had given freely of his private fortune to the cause of 
liberty, and during the autumn of 1791 they began to work together to 
further a joint plan for Liège and Belgium.52 The Vonckist and Liégeois 
leaders sought the support of the French government for this project, and 
 Bonne- Carrère, although only in an unoffi cial capacity, played a major 
role in their negotiations. Based on their discussions, in October 1791 
Walckiers prepared two documents to serve as guidelines for the establish-
ment of a united demo cratic republic of Belgium and Liège.53 The fi rst 
called for the establishment of an Estates General with double repre sen ta-
tion for the third estate to promote the equality of all citizens before the 
law, free and equal access to all professions, and freedom of the press, and 
the second contained thirteen articles for the proposed confederation of 
Belgium and Liège. Walckiers contended that unifi cation would strengthen 
the military forces of both revolutionary movements and that the Liégeois 
would strengthen demo cratic opinion within the new republic, thereby 
offsetting the strong clerical and aristocratic sentiment in Belgium.54 On 
26 October 1791, the Vonckist and Liégeois patriots formally concluded 
an alliance to unify their two peoples into a single republic. Vonck 
 wholeheartedly supported Walckiers’s plan,55 as did the Liégeois patriots. 
As Fabry wrote to LeBrun, “The idea of  union with the Belgians, a neces-
sary  union, ordered by nature, has always been ours.”56

Walckiers, like LeBrun, was widely respected among French policy-
makers and had powerful connections on the Diplomatic Committee of 
the National Assembly. Walckiers’s infl uence in the French Assembly was 
demonstrated in  mid- December 1791, when reports fi ltered into Paris 
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that the conservative Belgian Statist refugees, who wished to restore an 
in de pen dent but undemo cratic government in Belgium,  were concentrat-
ing in French towns near the  Franco- Belgian frontier. Although the local 
governments had issued orders to disperse these refugees, the Belgians, 
led by Count  Armand- Louis of Béthune-Charost, a Belgian noble who 
claimed descent from the French counts of Flanders, had refused. Greatly 
alarmed by the presence of the Statists in northern France, Walckiers 
urged the Diplomatic Committee to take action against Béthune- Charost 
and the refugees, and after the Committee presented its recommendations 
to that effect, the Assembly had decreed the dispersal of the Statists from 
the French frontier.57 In effect, Walckiers had gained offi cial French sup-
port for the demo cratic Vonckist party and its program of opposition to 
the conservative Statists.

On 10 January 1792, Walckiers and LeBrun convened a meeting of the 
principal Belgian and Liégeois patriots in Paris to create a joint committee 
for the liberation and unifi cation of Belgium and Liège. Their immediate 
purpose was to draw up plans for a new  Belgian- Liégeois Revolution and 
to win the approval of the French government. Vonck sent two representa-
tives, the Flemish priest Etienne van der Steene and the Brabançon Jean- 
Joseph Leunckens, former  aide- de- camp to General van der Mersch.58 
Another Vonckist leader of the failed Belgian Revolution, E. L. Rens, also 
attended. LeBrun led the Liégeois delegation, which included Levoz, 
Smits, Fyon, Bassenge, Brixhe, Dethier, Digneffe, Lesoinne, and, repre-
senting Fabry, his son Hyacinthe. Vonck wrote to LeBrun assuring him of 
his full support for the cause and thanking him for his considerable con-
tribution to democracy in both Belgium and Liège.59

On 17 January, the fi rst offi cial meeting of Committee of United Bel-
gians and Liégeois was convened at LeBrun’s home to determine how, in 
the event of war between France and Austria, they could best ensure that 
a French invasion would ignite a general insurrection against the Austrian 
regime.60 At a second meeting, the Committee adopted Fabry’s plan to 
press the French government to launch a preemptive war against Austria 
in Belgium and Liège and resolved to gain French approval for the forma-
tion of two legions to fi ght with the French army in the invasion.61 Finally, 
the Committee adopted a plan set out by LeBrun for or ga niz ing the new 
governments of Belgium and Liège immediately after the anticipated 
French invasion, revolution, and expulsion of the Austrians.

LeBrun’s plan was published in three pamphlets.62 In The Revolutionary 
Power, he proposed that at the beginning of the revolution, a new commit-
tee of fi fty patriots should be chosen by the Committee of United Belgians 
and Liégeois to serve as a temporary revolutionary authority that would 
send commissioners to all parts of Belgium and Liège to provide for the 
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common defense of the citizenry and the election of provisional adminis-
trators. Once loyal administrations had been established, the authority 
would hold a general election to choose a constitutional convention. In the 
second pamphlet, Manifesto of the United Belgians and Liégeois in Paris,  
LeBrun presented a statement to be distributed at the proper time declar-
ing that Liège and Belgium  were to be united, arguing against  divine- right 
monarchies and proclaiming that the ideology of the  Belgian- Liégeois 
Republic must be a demo cratic one. The demo cratic ideas and many of the 
details of LeBrun’s third pamphlet, Essay on a Constitution to be Adopted by 
the United Belgian Provinces and Country of Liège,  appear to prefi gure the 
1793 constitution of the French National Convention that would follow 
the Second French Revolution of 10 August 1792. By this plan, Liège and 
Belgium would be divided into communes. Legislative power would be 
exercised by a unicameral assembly elected by all male citizens that would 
propose and pass laws, decide questions of fi nance and taxation, allocate 
taxes, review military conscription, and propose and ratify treaties of alli-
ance consistent with the freedom of peoples and the needs of Belgian na-
tional defense. Any decision on war or peace would require the sanction 
of a council of ministers and the ratifi cation of the people. The executive 
power would be exercised by a council of fi fteen ministers elected by the 
voters from a list of legislative representatives. Although the council would 
have a veto over decrees of the assembly, any veto could be reversed by 
pop u lar referendum. The judicial system would consist of elected magis-
trates, and all criminal cases would be tried before juries.

The rhetoric of these three publications was stoutly demo cratic and 
their constitutional plan outlined a coherent and republican government. 
Indeed, the French Jacobins of 1792 could have supported this govern-
ment with enthusiasm. The Vonckists fully accepted the positions taken in 
the pamphlets, Vonck praising the preamble LeBrun wrote for his provi-
sional constitution as having been drafted “with energy and genius.” 63 
Certainly there was full agreement between LeBrun and the demo cratic 
wing of the Belgian revolutionaries as to how the forthcoming revolution 
should be carried out and the way demo cratic institutions would develop 
from it.64

Thus after fl eeing to Paris in late December 1790, LeBrun refused to 
accept the defeat of the revolution he had done so much to inspire and 
implement and instead or ga nized the exiled Liégeois patriots and collabo-
rated with the Belgian patriots to work toward a united Liégeois- Belgian 
Republic. To that end, he urged the French revolutionary government to 
defeat the Austrian army in the Belgian provinces with the aid of the 
Belgian and Liégeois peoples and provided the fi rst written expression of 
the new republic’s ideology in the form of a plan for a government and 
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constitution. A year later, LeBrun would be joined in this project by an 
equally dedicated republican, General  Charles- François Dumouriez, whose 
commitment to the cause of an in de pen dent and demo cratic Belgium in 
1790 and rise to power in the French revolutionary government in the 
spring of 1792 would allow the two to work closely together to implement 
their shared plan for the creation of a  Belgian- Liégeois Republic.



C h a p t e r  2

Charles- François 
Dumouriez and the 
Belgian Revolution, 
1739–1792

Charles- François du Périer Dumouriez was born in his ancestral home of 
Cambrai, on the Scheldt River in northern France, on 25 January 1739 to 
Sophie de Châteauneuf and  Antoine- François du Périer du Mouriez, both 
of noble rank. Only sixty years earlier, Cambrai had been part of the Bel-
gian provinces, and for that reason Dumouriez would always consider 
himself a Walloon or  French- speaking native of Flanders.1 Although the 
family fortune had been largely dissipated by Dumouriez’s namesake and 
paternal grandfather,  Charles- François du Périer du Mouriez, the succeed-
ing generation lived comfortably on rents in Cambrai. Little is known of 
his mother, who died when he was six. From his father, an offi cer and com-
missaire des guerres in the French army, and his six uncles, all of whom 
served with distinction in the same Picardy regiment, he inherited a passion 
for the military.2 Dumouriez described his father as a noble,  generous- spirited 
man of great integrity, a talented military offi cer, scholar, artist, musician, 
and poet. Under his guidance, Dumouriez spent his formative years study-
ing Latin, Greek, En glish, German, Spanish, and Italian as well as mathe-
matics, history, and music.

After leaving his father’s tutelage, Dumouriez continued to be a vora-
cious reader and scholar, receiving his formal schooling at the Collège of 
 Louis- le- Grand in Paris, the same college attended by LeBrun a de cade 
later. There he pored over the works of Plutarch, Montaigne, Pascal, Bayle, 
and Voltaire and was particularly infl uenced by the writings of the philoso-
phes. In 1755, Dumouriez’s father sent him to Versailles to live for a year 
with one of his uncles, a fi rst commis in the Ministry of Interior under the 
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Duke de la Vrillière, where he became acquainted with life at the court of 
Louis XV and practiced the martial arts. He also learned much about the 
internal or ga ni za tion of France by attending administrative sessions of the 
ministry.3

At the age of seventeen, Dumouriez began his military career in the 
French army fi ghting the Prus sians in the Seven Years’ War as an aide- 
 de- camp to General d’Armentières. Guided by his friend the Count An-
toine Hyppolyte de Guibert, one of the great military strategists of the 
eigh teenth century, he studied the rules of warfare, military strategy, and 
tactics. Learning the lessons of war quickly and thoroughly, he trained on 
the battlefi eld under Col o nel  Jean- Chrétien Fischer, chief of the German 
mercenaries serving France.4 Through his studies and these experiences, 
he also came to greatly admire the military genius of Prus sia’s Frederick 
the Great. During his ser vice in the Seven Years War, Dumouriez was 
wounded  twenty- two times and awarded the Cross of Saint Louis for 
bravery.5

By the end of the war in 1763, Dumouriez had risen to the rank of cap-
tain in the cavalry. He settled in Paris and through his family connections 
was formally introduced at court, where he met the leading po liti cal fi gures 
of the day, including  Jean- Louis Favier;  Armand- Louis de Gontaut, the 
Duke de Biron; Lauzun, the Count de Broglie; and the highly infl uential 
Duke de Choiseul. Choiseul, minister of foreign affairs, was apparently 
impressed by the young offi cer’s talents and intelligence and arranged for 
Dumouriez to become a military observer in Eu rope. In that capacity he 
traveled to Italy, Corsica, the Low Countries, Spain, and Portugal, sending 
voluminous reports of his observations to Choiseul.6

In 1767, the foreign minister gave him a military command as deputy 
quartermaster general to the Army of Corsica under the Marquis de Chau-
velin. Despite his part in the French conquest of Corsica, Dumouriez 
found himself sympathetic to the plight of its people and to the struggle 
for in de pen dence led by General Paoli’s patriot army.7 He returned to 
France in 1769 deeply impressed by the courage and ingenuity of the Cor-
sican people and highly critical of his own country’s intervention into 
their affairs.

By 1770, Dumouriez, now a col o nel and an acclaimed military offi cer 
at court, had earned Choiseul’s full confi dence, leading to his fi rst diplo-
matic assignment, a secret mission to Poland. Through the marriage of 
Louis XV to a Polish princess, France had acquired an interest in Poland, 
which was being threatened with partition by Prus sia and Rus sia. To safe-
guard the country’s territorial integrity, Choiseul intended to incite Tur-
key against Rus sia and gain an alliance with Saxony and Sweden. While 
 Choiseul was unwilling to commit French forces to a war in central Eu-
rope, he felt it necessary to superintend the po liti cal and military activities 
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of the Polish Confederation of Bar, the  French- supported league of Polish 
nobles leading the re sis tance. This task he entrusted to Dumouriez, giving 
him fi nancial and diplomatic carte blanche.

To prepare, Dumouriez read everything available on the history and 
geography of Poland as well as all the dispatches of French agents who had 
served there since 1764. He also consulted  Jean- Louis Favier, the king’s 
personal secret agent, who was the most prominent international affairs 
expert of his day and an Enlightenment publicist on international rela-
tions.8 This intensive study resulted in a  one- hundred- page report strongly 
supporting Choiseul’s policy of aiding Poland. Arriving in Eperies, Hun-
gary in August 1770, Dumouriez found the po liti cal and military condi-
tions of the Polish Confederation chaotic. Its leadership torn by factionalism 
and its army undisciplined, it seemed no match for the formidable Rus sian 
Army under General Suvorov.9 In response, Dumouriez drew up plans for 
a new Polish government that would replace the king and a new military 
strategy for the defeat of the Rus sian Army. The Polish Confederation 
adopted both proposals, and Dumouriez unoffi cially assumed leadership 
of the Army of Little Poland, which, with a French subsidy and military 
reinforcements, stopped the Rus sian advance. Dumouriez’s mission ap-
peared to be a great success.

As a result of intrigues at court, however, in December Choiseul was 
dismissed and replaced by the Duke d’Aiguillon, the king’s new favorite, 
who covertly decided to sabotage Dumouriez’s mission. Although Du-
mouriez assured the new foreign minister that with continued French 
fi nancial and military aid Poland could maintain its in de pen dence, 
d’Aiguillon gradually reduced French personnel and funds to Poland, and 
the gains of the confederation  were lost.10 In April and May 1771, the Rus-
sian Army decisively defeated the Polish forces, and in 1772 Rus sia, Prus sia, 
and Austria agreed to the fi rst partition of Poland.

Dumouriez arrived back in Paris in January 1772. Alienated from the 
king by the current foreign minister, Dumouriez sought a military post 
from the Marquis de Monteynard, the minister of war, who gave him a 
staff position with the regiment of Lorraine, writing diplomatic and mili-
tary reports.11 He received a new diplomatic assignment when, in early 
1773, with the king’s approval Monteynard chose Dumouriez for a secret 
mission to Sweden to assure Gustavus Adolphus III of the French king’s 
support against the re sis tance of many Swedish nobles to his reforms. But 
Dumouriez, once again the victim of court intrigue, was caught between 
Louis XV’s secret foreign policy and the offi cial policy of the foreign min-
istry. D’Aiguillon had him arrested and imprisoned in the Bastille for six 
months.

Waiting for the king to intercede on his behalf, Dumouriez studied 
mathematics, history, and literature and wrote several works including 
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Military Principles, Treatise on Legions, Philosophical Essay on Travels, and 
Po liti cal and Commercial Memoirs on Hamburg and Lower Saxony.12 After 
his release, the king exiled him to Caen, Normandy, where in September 
1774 he married his cousin, Ma de moi selle de Broissy. His marriage was 
childless and unhappy, and fi fteen years later Dumouriez’s wife entered a 
convent in Paris.

Upon the death of Louis XV in 1774, Dumouriez was recalled to Paris 
and, because of his writings concerning the defense of the French Channel 
ports, was assigned to posts in Lille and Boulogne by the Count de 
 Saint- Germain, the new king’s minister of war. But when France declared 
war on Britain in 1778 in support of the American war for in de pen dence, 
Dumouriez was appointed to the important post of Commandant of Cher-
bourg by Louis XVI’s chief minister, Count de Maurepas, Jean Frédéric de 
Phélypeaux, and immediately began work on plans for the defense of Cher-
bourg and the capture of the En glish Channel islands.13 He remained com-
mander after the war ended in 1783 and was promoted to Brigadier des 
armées  in 1788. During those fi ve years he devoted most of his time to 
building the port of Cherbourg, but, clearly hoping to obtain a more sig-
nifi cant diplomatic or military position, also kept in touch with the po liti cal 
world of Paris and Versailles.

When the French Revolution began in 1789, Dumouriez was fi fty years 
old, a man of recognized intelligence and wide experience. He was widely 
known as a brave soldier and a brilliant offi cer, a scholar and a prolifi c 
writer, a shrewd diplomat, and a charming and witty man of the world.14 
Capable of inspiring intense loyalty among friends and subordinates alike, 
Dumouriez was ambitious, ever searching for a career to match his abili-
ties. Although a product of the ancien régime,  his devotion to Enlighten-
ment thought had led him to reject the corruption endemic among the 
French nobility and upper clergy. He also had been deeply affected by the 
Corsican and Polish struggles for in de pen dence. Thus he enthusiastically 
embraced the convocation of the Estates General, the French Revolution, 
and the Principles of 1789.

Even from Cherbourg, Dumouriez was confi dent that he could help 
bring about a new po liti cal order in France. To the Count de Montmorin, 
the foreign minister, he suggested that the Estates General meet beyond 
the control of factions in either Paris or Versailles; by assembling at Tours 
or Bourges, he argued, the estates could be more receptive to the opinions 
and needs of the nation as a  whole.15 In a position paper, he supported the 
movement in the third estate to vote by head and not by order.16 Although 
friends pressed him to stand for election to the second estate, he refused.17 
According to his memoirs, Dumouriez preferred to remain Commandant 
of Cherbourg and fi nish his plans for the port, but he was also a man ac-
customed to command, and it seems unlikely he would have been satisfi ed 
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acting as one deputy among many. Unable to stay out of politics entirely, 
however, he urged the deputies of the second estate from the Cherbourg 
district to abjure their fi nancial privileges and titles, thus anticipating the 
decrees of 4 and 11 August 1789. The deputies rejected the suggestion, 
calling him a traitor to his class.

When the third estate broke away from the Estates General and pro-
claimed itself the National Constituent Assembly, Dumouriez gave it his 
 wholehearted support. He rallied to the new conception of the nation, to 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, to the creation of 
a constitution, and to the Assembly’s opposition to giving the king veto 
power.18 When revolution broke out in Cherbourg on 21 July, Dumouriez 
named himself commanding general of the new government’s National 
Guard and quickly restored order.19

His correspondence from Cherbourg with infl uential policymakers at 
court and in the legislature indicated that Dumouriez actively sought an 
appointment as part of the new revolutionary government. Among those 
with whom he communicated  were General Lafayette, commandant of 
the Paris National Guard; Hippolyte de LaPorte, intendant of the civil 
list; Lebègue Duportail, minister of war; and the Count de Montmorin, 
minister of foreign affairs.20 He also corresponded with his close friend 
 Hugues- Bernard Maret, editor of Le Bulletin de la Constituante (forerun-
ner of Le Moniteur universel ), who often sent Dumouriez detailed descrip-
tions of the meetings of the Estates General and the National Assembly as 
well as information about possible posts. In a letter on 23 July 1789, Maret 
told Dumouriez of his efforts to improve his friend’s relations with the 
court, referring often to their mutual friend and patron, the Count de 
Mirabeau.21

Dumouriez was clearly growing restless outside the mainstream of revo-
lutionary activity. While his prolifi c correspondence with those in the French 
capital yielded much news, it had not produced a role for him in the new 
government, so in November 1789 he requested a leave of absence from his 
command at Cherbourg and went to Paris. There he joined the Jacobin 
Club and established closer contacts with powerful friends in the revolution-
ary government, meeting frequently with Bertrand Barère, Mirabeau, and 
 Charles- Maurice de Talleyrand, to discuss the Assembly’s legislation.22 At 
this time, however, Dumouriez was also sympathetic to the crown, confer-
ring often with “his oldest and best friend,” Arnaud de La Porte, who was 
close to the king.23 Dumouriez also had frequent meetings with Lafayette, 
with whom he formed a close attachment in the autumn of 1789, and with 
Tort de la Sonde, Lafayette’s liaison with the Belgian patriots seeking French 
support for their revolution. It was through Lafayette, the great champion of 
in de pen dence movements, that Dumouriez would become involved with 
the Belgian liberation struggle.
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Although at the time the Belgian provinces  were under Austrian- 
Hapsburg rule, until the recent reign of Joseph II, Austrian sovereigns had 
followed a relatively  laissez- faire policy toward them, respecting the tradi-
tional provincial charters and cooperating fully with local government. 
Unlike the liberalized culture of Liège, however, Belgian society was 
strictly hierarchical and was dominated by the wealthy clergy, nobility, 
and guilds. Nonetheless, the Belgians saw themselves as a free people with 
provincial autonomy and guaranteed rights committed to safeguarding 
Belgian autonomy against Hapsburg encroachment. But when Joseph II 
had become emperor of the Austrian territories in 1780, he was shocked by 
the inequities wrought by the local privileged rule, the great power of the 
Roman Catholic Church, and the apparent chaos of the imperial adminis-
tration. He immediately began the program of  Enlightenment- inspired 
reforms that LeBrun had supported in his newspaper after fl eeing to Bel-
gium from Liège.24 These reforms  were intended to promote the  well- being 
of all Belgians at the expense of the privileged classes, to modernize the 
administration of the territories, and to subordinate ecclesiastic power to 
secular authority, even though Joseph II, in keeping with a major current 
of Enlightenment thought, believed that the natural rights of citizens did 
not extend to the sphere of statecraft and that only the sovereign ruler 
could determine what was in the best interests of his subjects. The conser-
vative Belgians, however,  were strongly opposed to his reforms, especially 
the privileged classes in the po liti cally powerful province of Brabant.25

By encroaching upon the autonomy of the Belgian provinces and arbi-
trarily attempting to transform their po liti cal life from top to bottom as 
quickly as possible, Joseph antagonized almost every element in Belgian 
society, his attacks on the Church and feudal provincial constitutions cre-
ating a  union of powerful interests between otherwise antagonistic groups. 
The almost unanimous Belgian opposition to Joseph II’s rule resulted 
in the Disturbances of 1787, and despite concessions by the emperor, the 
strong traditions of local autonomy, po liti cal control by the privileged, and 
a nascent Belgian nationalism would lead to even more explosive results.

While opposition to Joseph II was nearly universal among the Belgians, 
or ga nized po liti cal re sis tance consisted of two ideologically opposed fac-
tions. The fi rst, the conservative Statist party, had been founded by Hen-
drik van der Noot, a lawyer and wealthy noble who during the Disturbances 
of 1787 had become the champion of the Church and privileged classes. 
After the publication of his pamphlet Memoir on the Rights of the People of 
Brabant in early 1787, van der Noot had become the fi rst recognized leader 
of the re sis tance movement.26 When the Austrian authorities ordered his 
arrest in August 1788, van der Noot fl ed to Breda, just over the Dutch 
frontier, where he set up Statist party headquarters. The goal of the Statist 
party was to win Belgian in de pen dence, not to establish pop u lar rule but to 
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reestablish a decentralized state based on its ancient provincial constitu-
tions ensuring the privileges of the Church and nobles. To this end van der 
Noot and the Statists began to seek aid from other Eu ro pe an powers, 
which had their own reasons for wanting to limit Austria’s power.27 
Through the Statist party, the privileged classes represented themselves as 
the defenders of Belgian tradition, persuading the lower classes that the 
privileges of the nobility, upper clergy, and corporations  were sacred, in-
alienable, and essential to the liberty and happiness of all Belgians. As de-
fenders of the Church, the Statists convinced most Belgians of the morality 
of their cause. Many Belgians thus accepted the Statist ideology of privilege 
as part of their national identity and as a rationale for in de pen dence from 
 Austrian- Hapsburg control.

The other faction, the demo cratic party that came to be known as the 
Vonckists, was or ga nized by  Jean- François Vonck, a lawyer and energetic 
leader who, like the leaders of the Liège Revolution, was steeped in the 
classics and Enlightenment thought.28 Vonck’s followers, a small but de-
voted band dedicated to replacing the Austrian regime with a Belgian 
demo cratic Republic,  were primarily  bourgeois—lawyers, merchants, 
manufacturers, bankers, and townspeople outside the  guilds—although 
his supporters also included a number of wealthy nobles. Unlike the Stat-
ists, the Vonckists believed the elitist structure of Belgian society and the 
provincial governments hindered the development of commerce and in-
dustry, paralyzing capital and individual enterprise, leading to poverty 
and unemployment. Infl uenced by Rousseau’s Social Contract, the Vonck-
ists aimed ultimately to establish a demo cratic republic, making all citi-
zens equal before the law, extending the repre sen ta tion of the third estate 
in a single national assembly, and leading the other two estates to renounce 
their exemptions and privileges.29 The Vonckists’ ideology had been 
strongly infl uenced by Vonck’s friend Mirabeau, who while a deputy to 
the French Estates General in 1789 had advised them to rally pop u lar Bel-
gian support behind a revolt against Austria and then turn to the Great 
Powers for recognition and alliances.30

Although the Statists and Vonckists pursued their revolutionary goals 
in de pen dently, when Joseph II suspended activities of the University of 
Louvain and revoked the Joyous Entry of Brabant and the privileges of the 
Belgian provincial estates in June 1789, both, along with the enraged Bel-
gian estates, determined on a fi nal break with Austria.

The Vonckists had already begun to actively plan for revolution at clan-
destine meetings held in Vonck’s home. By April, Vonck and his trusted 
top aide, the Brussels lawyer J.- B.- C. Verlooy, had founded Pro Aris et 
Focis (For Hearth and Altar), a secret revolutionary society committed to 
or ga niz ing the populace to overthrow the Austrian regime and establish a 
demo cratic republic.31 Using Pro Aris et Focis as a base, Vonck and Verlooy 
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developed a  two- pronged plan: to recruit a core of revolutionaries through-
out Belgium and to build a patriot army outside the provinces based at 
Liège and Breda, hoping that an invasion by this army would ignite an 
insurrection.32 By the summer of 1789, the society’s membership reached 
approximately 70,000. Members had established branches in all the prov-
inces, distributed pamphlets calling for re sis tance to the Austrian decrees, 
collected weapons and money, and or ga nized revolutionary committees to 
plan local rebellions. The successful revolution in Liège in August fur-
thered their mobilization of a patriot army when they received permission 
from LeBrun’s friend Fabry, bourgmestre of Liège, to train the Belgian 
volunteers on Liégeois soil. There thousands of youths arriving from the 
Belgian provinces joined hundreds of Belgians deserting the Austrian 
army of occupation. Vonck, seeking to unite the two revolutionary organi-
zations, originally asked van der Noot to command the patriot army, but 
when he refused, Vonck appointed a close friend and dedicated demo crat, 
General  Jean- André van der Mersch, as commander in chief.33

Lafayette had fi rst became involved in Belgian affairs in late August 
when the Vonckists, convinced that an in de pen dent Belgium could not 
be established without French assistance, sent Vonck’s trusted aide Jean- 
Joseph Torfs to Paris to determine the likely response of the new govern-
ment to a Belgian Revolution. Seeking the support and counsel of his 
friend Lafayette, Torfs learned that the National Assembly and the king 
 were in confl ict over foreign policy; although Louis and the court sup-
ported Austria, Lafayette assured Torfs that the Assembly would never 
send French troops to aid the Hapsburg government. This prompted the 
Belgian patriots to appeal directly to the deputies of the National Assem-
bly, who  were sympathetic to the revolutionary cause as represented by 
the demo cratic Vonckists.

The Statists looked instead to the Triple  Alliance—Britain, the United 
Provinces, and  Prussia—for help against their rival Austria. Although van 
der Noot was unable to enlist Britain and her Dutch ally in support of an 
in de pen dent Belgian state, Prus sia expressed its willingness to help the 
Belgians as they had the Liégeois, although only after the Belgians had 
won their in de pen dence.34 The Statist leaders, reluctantly concluding that 
they would have to join forces with the Vonkists to ensure victory, there-
fore invited the chief Vonckists to meet with them in Breda on 18 October 
to form a provisional revolutionary government, the Committee of Breda, 
and jointly devise a strategy for revolution. According to that plan, the 
patriot army of 13,000 would shift its headquarters from Liège to Breda 
and, under van der Mersch’s command, launch an invasion of the Belgian 
provinces and trigger a general insurrection. Meanwhile, the Statist and 
Vonckist diplomats would continue negotiations for aid in Berlin, Lon-
don, and The Hague as well as in Liège and Paris.35
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On 24 October 1789, General van der Mersch read a declaration of Bel-
gian in de pen dence to the patriot army, and the Revolution began.36 Invad-
ing Belgium, the patriot army swiftly defeated the Austrian army at 
Turnhout on 27 October, infl icting heavy casualties on the Austrians, who 
fl ed in panic, leaving their artillery behind. After this victory, the patriot 
troops returned to Dutch soil, unable to sustain continued fi ghting, but the 
Belgian declaration of in de pen dence and the victory at Turnhout inspired 
and temporarily consolidated all sectors of Belgian re sis tance. In early No-
vember, the patriot army again invaded Belgium, and soon Hainaut, Na-
mur, and Limbourg joined Brabant and Flanders in a  full- scale revolution. 
On 10 December, Edouard de Walckiers led a successful insurrection in 
Brussels with a small force of Vonckists, and General d’Alton, the Austrian 
military governor, ordered his army’s evacuation. After  sixty- four years, the 
Austrians lowered the imperial fl ag at the Hôtel de Ville in Brussels. Of the 
ten provinces, only Luxembourg remained under Hapsburg rule.

On 18 December, van der Noot, as head of the Committee of Breda, 
entered Brussels triumphantly, ending the violent phase of the Revolution. 
Most of van der Noot’s supporters  were in Brussels when the victory oc-
curred, but Vonck’s ill health prevented him from attending personally 
and the Vonckists failed to receive recognition for their dominant role in 
the victory. The absence of Vonck and his supporters from Brussels during 
the victory celebrations also allowed van der Noot to credit the victory to 
divine intervention rather than to the courage and strength of the patriot 
army and the brilliant leadership of General van der Mersch.37 Taking 
advantage of pop u lar support in the capital, van der Noot and the Statist 
party quickly consolidated power and established sole control over the 
new government, adopting a constitution for the commonwealth, the 
United Belgian Estates (États- Belgiques- Unis), that reasserted provincial 
autonomy, predominance of the Church, and sovereignty of the privileged 
classes. Most governmental powers  were delegated to a Congress com-
posed of deputies elected by the Estates General from each of the provin-
cial estates. Van der Noot, as president, and Pierre van Eupen, as secretary 
of state  were to sign all acts of the Congress and the new Estates General.38 
Except for Torfs, who remained as ambassador in Paris, no demo crat be-
came part of the new government.39

The new government urgently sought recognition and assistance from 
the Great Powers. Although its greatest hope was revolutionary France, the 
Belgian Congress found little support in the National Assembly once the 
deputies discovered that the conservative Statist regime had repudiated 
pop u lar sovereignty, and they received none from the king and court, who 
naturally sided with the Hapsburg monarch.

Before the revolution, the strongest encouragement from France had 
come from Lafayette, whose commitment to liberty had become legendary 
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since the American Revolution, and who at the time was considered the 
most powerful fi gure in the French revolutionary government.40 But when 
the Statists asked Lafayette for assistance in gaining French recognition 
and support for the Belgian army, Lafayette, aware of their politics of 
privilege and rift with the Vonckists, proposed that the Statist government 
adopt a constitutional monarchy under Austria and resolve their differ-
ences with the Vonckists. The Statists, refusing to share power with the 
demo crats, rejected his suggestions, and the Belgian government proceeded 
without France’s support.

A few months later, the Statists returned. A potential turning point in 
 Austro- Belgian relations came in February 1790 with the death of Joseph 
II, when his more pragmatic successor, Leopold II, in his manifesto of 2 
March, proposed liberty and sovereignty of the people, all but ensuring 
Belgian autonomy. The Vonckists  were receptive, but the Statist govern-
ment neither considered nor replied to the manifesto.41 Given the resulting 
alienation of the new Hapsburg emperor, the poor condition of the Bel-
gian army, and the lack of success in gaining recognition of Belgian in de-
pen dence from the maritime powers, van der Noot and the Statist regime 
made a second appeal to the French in early March. Lafayette, angered by 
their intransigence and unwillingness to heed his advice, now attacked the 
Statist government in the National Assembly, and the deputies returned 
van der Noot’s letter without reply.42

Yet still hoping to maintain Belgian in de pen dence, on 20 March Lafay-
ette sent van der Noot a plan for integrating the Vonckists into the Belgian 
government, but the Statist leader instead ordered a Vonckist purge. General 
van der Mersch was arrested and replaced as commander of the Army of 
the Belgian Congress by the Prus sian representative in Brussels, General 
Schoenfeldt, demoralizing an already weakened army and triggering a full-
 scale civil war between the two factions.43

This situation was made worse when on 23 May the Belgian army, appar-
ently launching a preemptive strike to annihilate the Austrian forces in 
Luxembourg, was defeated. The Austrian victory not only further debili-
tated the Belgian army but also reduced the government’s bargaining power 
in negotiations with neighboring sovereigns for recognition and aid.44 The 
position of the Belgian Congress now rested solely on hopes that Austria 
would not attempt a military restoration and that Prus sia would recognize 
and support Belgian in de pen dence. The Prus sians, however, issued a stern 
warning. If the Belgians  were to maintain the in de pen dence they had strug-
gled so valiantly to win, they would have to unite the in de pen dent Belgian 
provinces and Liège, create a central government, settle their differences 
with the Vonckists, and build a national army.45 In response, van der Noot 
went to Liège in early May to discuss possible unifi cation with the leaders of 
the revolutionary government there. Given that his ideology of privilege di-
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rectly opposed the demo cratic principles they had embraced and that his 
regime was at that time purging the Vonckists with whom they identifi ed, 
he was received coldly.46

Lafayette, loath to entirely abandon the cause of Belgian in de pen dence, 
made one last attempt to reconcile the Vonckists and the Statists, inviting 
leaders of both factions to join him in a meeting on 31 May at the home of 
Cornet de Grez, Lafayette’s friend and emissary in Belgium. During the 
meeting, however, reports arrived of renewed violence in Brussels and the 
government’s arrest and imprisonment of  eighty- two Vonckists, ending all 
hope of reconciliation.47

By this time, Dumouriez had already become involved with Lafayette, 
Tort de la Sonde, Torfs, and Cornet de Grez in the  Franco- Belgian nego-
tiations to reconcile the Statists and Vonckists and prevent an Austrian 
restoration.48 On 2 May, when it became known that Prus sia might join 
the other Eu ro pe an powers in supporting Leopold’s military intervention, 
Dumouriez had written to Lafayette of the urgency of the problem of Bel-
gian in de pen dence.49 Then on 2 June the Belgian Congress, realizing that 
the increasing Austrian military presence in Luxembourg meant an inva-
sion was imminent and desperate to rebuild Belgium’s depleted military 
forces, appealed to Lafayette once again, asking him to send a French “of-
fi cer of distinction” to investigate the condition of the Belgian army and 
defenses. Although the letter suggested the Chevalier de Ternant, already 
known and trusted by the Belgian government, the position was quickly 
sought by Dumouriez, soon to become France’s strongest advocate of Bel-
gian in de pen dence.

To Lafayette, Dumouriez affi rmed his deep commitment to Belgian 
freedom and asked to provide the needed military and po liti cal expertise 
and serve as liaison between the Belgian government and Lafayette.50 En-
closing a report demonstrating his considerable knowledge of the Belgian 
situation, Dumouriez advised Lafayette to send a French offi cer and troops 
and to work with the Congress to win the deputies away from van der 
Noot, whom he declared a “furious demagogue.”51 Because van der Noot’s 
base of power was in Brussels, Dumouriez urged Lafayette to recommend 
that the Congress move to Ghent and negotiate with van Eupen, the Bel-
gian secretary of state, to stop Vonckist arrests and to release General van 
der Mersch in return for French military aid. Above all, he argued, na-
tional defense must be the fi rst priority of the new Belgian state. It was too 
late for the Vonckists to concentrate on broadening the repre sen ta tion of 
the third estate before helping the  Statist- controlled government create a 
strong army, as the Austrian army was already on the Belgian frontier. In his 
letter, Dumouriez promised to work with the Belgians to build a national 
army capable of defeating its external enemies but advised speedy action 
before Austrian troops completely overran the provinces, with disastrous 
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consequences for France as well as Belgium. Despite Foreign Minister 
Montmorin’s strong opposition, Lafayette chose Dumouriez for the mis-
sion and followed much of his advice. In a letter introducing Dumouriez 
to the Belgian Congress, Lafayette again urged the government to recon-
cile with the Vonckists to end domestic strife and immediately release van 
der Mersch from prison as a sign of good faith.52

Accompanied by Torte de la Sonde, Dumouriez arrived in Brussels on 
9 July 1790 in the midst of the government’s purge of the Vonckists. Over 
the next two weeks he made a thorough investigation of Belgian affairs 
and in late July grimly reported to Lafayette that Statists had established 
an oppressive government entirely controlled by the privileged classes, in e-
qual ity was pervasive, and the principles supporting the Belgian Confed-
eration  were vague.53 In what he described as an inquisition, the Statists 
justifi ed their purge of the Vonckists as necessary for the defense of the 
Catholic Church. In Dumouriez’s account, van der Noot and van Eupen 
tyrannized the Congress, van Eupen emerging as the greater villain, “a 
deceitful politician from head to toe, who is playing second fi ddle in order 
to exert better the authority which he has usurped while allowing van der 
Noot the top position.” The rabble loved van der Noot, who, despite hav-
ing betrayed the revolution, continued to deceive the lower classes by 
claiming that foreign aid and victory  were soon forthcoming. According 
to Dumouriez, the Congress seemed completely oblivious to its own inter-
ests; it had not created a public trea sury and appeared unaware that it 
could be dissolved any day if, one by one, the Belgian provinces submitted 
to Leopold. Given the government’s failure to establish adequate po liti cal 
repre sen ta tion, military strength, sound fi nances, or national cohesion, 
Dumouriez reluctantly concluded that France should not recognize Bel-
gian in de pen dence.

Nevertheless, Dumouriez was determined to do what he could person-
ally to help the Belgians maintain their freedom. In a report presented to 
the Belgian Congress on 22 July, its tone in marked contrast to that of his 
report to Lafayette, Dumouriez opened by declaring that he was Belgian 
by birth, had remained Belgian at heart, and would be forever devoted to 
the Belgian cause.54 He could best serve that cause, he argued, as com-
mander in chief of the Belgian army, which he would infuse with new 
strength and vitality. Although the Prus sian commander, General Schoe-
nfeldt, was a competent offi cer, he had already taken the position that the 
Belgians must remain passive while their fate was being decided by the 
Great Powers at the Congress of Reichenbach. Given an impending Aus-
trian invasion, the Belgian army, though demonstrating great courage, 
was poorly administered and undisciplined. The infantry lacked offi cers 
and training, the cavalry was substandard, and all the troops needed 
weapons, uniforms, and supplies. Arguing that troops of a free people 
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should not resemble those under despots, Dumouriez called for immediate 
reforms in the army’s or ga ni za tion, arms, tactics, discipline, criminal code, 
and salaries to refl ect the dignity imparted by freedom and patriotism. 
Finally, he advised that the Congress create a department of war supported 
by a public trea sury, suggested a general strategy for the defense of Bel-
gium, and pledged that, as commander in chief, he would double the size 
of the armed forces and reduce the cost of maintaining them.

The Belgian government turned him down. Van der Noot, van Eupen, 
and the Congress believed him too demo cratic to lead their army and did 
not dare dismiss General Schoenfeldt because of their continued hope for 
Prus sian support. In a cordial letter to Dumouriez dated 7 August, J. van 
der Meersch, the president of the Congress, praised his assessment of Bel-
gium’s military needs but told him that the Congress disagreed with his 
reformist suggestions. Perhaps in deference to Dumouriez’s apparent sin-
cerity and infl uence in France, van der Meersch closed eloquently: “You 
wish to devote yourself to the Belgians, but one does not always serve 
one’s country best with a sword. Franklin shared Washington’s laurels. 
May you, sir, be our Franklin in France. Plead our cause, send us advice, 
get us recognized as free and in de pen dent by the French nation.”55

For their part, the Vonckists, hoping to save at least some of the gains of 
the Revolution, supported Dumouriez’s recommendations and continued 
to press the Statist government for demo cratic changes.56 In May, Vonck 
and Verlooy had founded a new secret society, Pro Patria, to rally Belgians 
to an effective defense and propagate demo cratic principles. In response, 
the Statists had launched a vicious propaganda campaign against the Von-
ckists. The primarily Catholic peasant population neither understood nor 
was interested in the ideological differences separating the Statists and 
Vonckists, but Statist propagandists, primarily monks and priests,  were 
able to convince them that the demo crats  were  anti- Catholic allies of the 
ungodly French revolutionaries and therefore traitors to the Belgian nation. 
Van der Noot, on the other hand, was referred to as “God’s spokesman for 
the Belgian people.”57 In a movement known as the Summer Terror, peas-
ant bands combed the countryside looking for Vonckists, murdering or 
imprisoning some and driving the rest into exile. By  mid- August most of 
the demo crats had fl ed, making any rapprochement impossible. Belgians, 
especially in Brabant, joined in patriotic and religious demonstrations in 
support of van der Noot’s regime.

Rallying the Belgians around an uncompromising  anti- Austrian stand, 
the Statist regime accused the Vonckists of planning a reconciliation with 
Leopold. And in fact, as of  mid- May Vonck and Walckiers, having given 
up all hope for the establishment of a demo cratic Belgian Republic, had 
begun secret negotiations with Leopold to return as a constitutional 
monarch.58 In these negotiations with a representative of the former 



36 F o r e i g n  P o l i c y  a n d  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n

governors- general of Belgium, Archduke Albert and Archduchess Marie- 
Christine, Vonck outlined terms for a reconciliation between the Belgian 
demo crats and Leopold, based on a constitutional monarchy. They would 
guarantee Belgian individual rights, allow the establishment of a popu-
larly elected National Assembly, and extend the repre sen ta tion of the 
third estate in the provincial estates, most of which Leopold had offered 
in his manifesto of 2 March. These negotiations refl ected pragmatism 
rather than perfi dy on the part of the Vonckists, as they took place against 
the backdrop of a conference among the Great Powers concurrently meet-
ing at Reichenbach. On 27 July, the Triple Alliance, fearful of the revolu-
tionary threat, agreed to support an Austrian restoration in Belgium, by 
force if necessary.

Refusing to bow to the inevitable, the Belgian Congress frantically ap-
pealed to Frederick William to honor his promises of aid, declaring that his 
pledge of support had been one of the motivations for the Belgian revolt.59 
In a brief caustic reply, the Prus sian sovereign denied having encouraged 
Belgian in de pen dence.60 In September, the Congress allocated 80,000 fl o-
rins for van der Noot and van Eupen to send envoys to Berlin, London, and 
The Hague in a last attempt to obtain foreign recognition.61 When all ef-
forts had failed, the Congress sent the Count de Thiennes to Paris for sup-
port. But Louis XVI, apparently believing that an Austrian military 
presence in Belgium would help bring about his restoration, instructed 
Montmorin to dismiss the Belgian agent and reassure  Mercy- Argenteau, 
the Austrian ambassador, that France supported the Declaration of Re-
ichenbach.62 In the National Assembly, the deputies had long since with-
drawn support for the repressive regime in Belgium, and its purges of the 
Vonckists had strengthened their resolve. After conferring with Mirabeau 
and the Diplomatic Committee, Thiennes reported that the deputies re-
fused to deal with the Statist regime until it became more representative of 
the Belgian people.63 Lafayette completely dropped the Belgian cause, con-
vinced that the Belgian government was a “monstrosity of privilege, a con-
spiracy of nobles and clergy against the rights and liberties of all Belgians” 
and concurred with Montmorin’s policy of noninterference in Belgian af-
fairs.64 Again, the Belgian Congress received no support from France. In 
late August 1790, in accordance with the Declaration of Reichenbach, 
Frederick William withdrew the Prus sian forces from the Silesian border, 
allowing Leopold to order 30,000 troops from the Austrian eastern frontier 
to reinforce his army in Luxembourg under Marshal Bender should the 
Belgians resist the Austrian restoration.65 This prompted alarm throughout 
the provinces and led to  wholesale desertions from what remained of the 
Belgian army. Yet the Statist regime, oblivious to its desperate plight, con-
tinued to cling to its position. The Statist newspapers, Journal historique 
and Vraie Brabançonne,  continually urged re sis tance to Austria, and the 
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Congress continued to defi antly  re- proclaim Belgian in de pen dence.66 
When General Schoenfeldt resigned his command of the army, the Con-
gress voted to build a force of 60,000 men under van der Noot’s leadership, 
but as van der Noot preferred to seek foreign military assistance, Belgium’s 
neglected army never exceeded 20,000 men, consisting of what LeBrun 
contemptuously referred to in the Journal général  as “a crowd of armed 
rabble.”67

In September, at Leopold’s invitation, representatives of the Triple Alli-
ance and of the Belgian Congress met at The Hague to deliberate on return-
ing the Belgian provinces to Austria as agreed upon at Reichenbach.68 The 
mediating ministers urged the Belgian representatives to advise uncondi-
tional capitulation by the Belgian Congress and thereby avoid unnecessary 
bloodshed, promising that the provincial constitutions would be restored 
but warning that the Austrian restoration would be accomplished with 
or without their consent.69 On 8 October, the Belgian diplomats declared 
that their government would never relinquish Belgian in de pen dence, lead-
ing Leopold to issue a less conciliatory manifesto than that of 2 March, 
although promising to restore the provincial constitutions and grant a 
general amnesty to the rebels if they would end re sis tance by 21 November.70 
On 29 October, the mediators announced the fi nal Declaration of The 
Hague, which provided for a general amnesty if the provinces did not re-
sist Austria, although the Statist leaders would not be exempt from pun-
ishment, and promised that Britain, the United Provinces, and Prus sia 
would guarantee the Belgian provincial constitutions.71

When the Belgian delegation stalled in giving a reply, the mediating 
ministers demanded that the Belgians accept The Hague Declaration by 
midnight of 21 November or they would sanction a military restoration of 
the Austrian regime.72 All eyes then turned to Brussels.

The citizens of that  war- torn city had been conditioned by promises 
of foreign support, but none was forthcoming. Nevertheless, van der 
Noot and van Eupen persisted in their unrealistic view, dramatically 
swearing on a crucifi x before the Belgian Congress that they would 
never deal with the Austrian emperor. The terrifi ed deputies requested 
an extension of the deadline, and when that was rejected, elected Leo-
pold’s third son, the Archduke Charles, as the hereditary grand duke of 
Belgium in a last attempt to avert the threatened invasion.73 But time 
had run out. The following day Austrian troops in Luxembourg crossed 
the Meuse and poured into Belgium and Liège. The helpless citizens 
gave way without a struggle, their armies simply dissolving before the 
Austrian legions. Within fi fteen days, all of Belgium and Liège  were re-
duced to submission. Marshal Bender marched triumphantly into Brussels 
on 2 December, the Belgian government collapsed, and van der Noot 
and his associates fl ed abroad.74
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During these events, Dumouriez had continued to promote a plan for 
Belgian liberation following his return to Paris after the failure of his Bel-
gian mission in July. Although he had been greatly disappointed by the 
response to his proposal, Dumouriez recognized that it had been rejected 
only by the Statists and, remaining loyal to the cause of Belgian freedom, 
enthusiastically accepted the role that the Belgian Congress had assigned 
him, seeking offi cial French support to help the fl oundering state main-
tain its in de pen dence. Informed of Belgian affairs through the Vonckist 
leaders Cornet de Grez and Tort de la Sonde, who remained in Brussels, 
for many months he believed it possible to maintain Belgian in de pen dence 
by demo cratizing the Statist government or, if that failed, by creating a 
constitutional monarchy based on pop u lar sovereignty under a Hapsburg 
ruler.75 Dumouriez appealed to Montmorin from the perspective of French 
 self- interest, pointing out that the Great Powers’ exclusion of France from 
the Reichenbach Conference was ominous for the French revolutionary 
government, as a Hapsburg restoration would likely be followed closely by 
the restoration of Bourbon absolute rule.76 As this was just what the king 
and court secretly wished, Dumouriez’s arguments fell on deaf ears.

When in October it had appeared that the conferees at The Hague 
would agree to a military restoration in Belgium and Liège, Dumouriez 
again urged Montmorin to initiate negotiations for a  Franco- Prus sian alli-
ance to maintain Belgian in de pen dence, which he believed would be ac-
ceptable to Frederick William if the Belgians agreed to a constitutional 
monarchy with one of Leopold’s sons as sovereign. Within the framework 
set out by Dumouriez, a constitution would guarantee a national represen-
tative assembly based on pop u lar sovereignty, which Leopold had already 
offered in his manifesto of 2 March 1790. Dumouriez also suggested the 
return of the Vonckists from exile; the election by universal manhood suf-
frage of a Belgian Estates General to draw up a new Belgian constitution; 
the establishment of freedom of the press; compensation by the Church for 
all Belgian debts incurred for a Belgian defense force and to all those who 
had suffered for supporting the principles of liberty and equality; the arrest 
and punishment of all those responsible for the Vonckist purges; the ap-
pointment of one of Leopold’s sons to exercise the executive power and re-
side in Brussels with the hereditary title of Duke of the Circle of Burgundy; 
and fi nally, the unifi cation of Liège and the Belgian provinces.77 Mont-
morin did not respond to Dumouriez’s proposals.

In November Dumouriez, realizing that reconquest was imminent, 
changed strategies and asked Lafayette to quickly mediate a settlement 
with Leopold incorporating the provisions that he had outlined to Mont-
morin and to request a suspension of the invasion while the Hapsburg 
emperor considered the proposal.78 Such a settlement, Dumouriez pointed 
out to Lafayette, would have major advantages for Austria, Belgium, and 
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France. The emperor would avoid the expense and bloodshed of the inva-
sion and, by establishing sovereignty with the consent of the Belgians, 
prevent their alienation and avoid sparking another revolution within the 
year. For the Belgians, the plan would ensure a constitution and National 
Assembly representing a broad constituency under a legitimate sovereign 
and abolish the illegal tyranny of van der Noot and the Statists. For 
France, it would reduce the growing fear of a counterrevolutionary inva-
sion from the Belgian provinces. Lafayette, by this point agreeing with 
France’s offi cial policy of noninterference, demurred. In any case, Leopold 
rejected the Vonkist proposal. In December, Dumouriez wrote bitterly of 
the Austrian reconquest and the events that had preceded it. The Statist 
government, he declared, had betrayed its people by refusing to strengthen 
the Belgian army and defenses and by maintaining up to the last minute 
that the United Provinces, Prus sia, and Great Britain would send aid and 
convince Austria not to invade.79

Despite the hopes of Dumouriez and the Vonckists, after the invasion 
Leopold established a conservative regime in Brussels, apparently swayed 
by  Marie- Christine’s arguments that the Vonckists  were affi liated with the 
French revolutionaries and did not represent majority Belgian sentiment 
and that a national assembly was inimical to Austrian rule. On 1 December, 
in a proclamation to the Belgian Estates, the emperor announced the re-
turn of his sister,  Marie- Christine, and her husband, Albert, as governors-
 general and of  Mercy- Argenteau as Austria’s minister plenipotentiary in 
Brussels. The new regime not only favored the nobility and clergy but ig-
nored the third estate’s requests for reforms that the emperor had prom-
ised in his earlier manifestos. The fi rst and second estates acquiesced to 
Leopold’s rule as long as he did not threaten their privileges; indeed, they 
 were content, for his rule brought stability and security to the Belgian 
provinces.

Although Leopold issued a general amnesty to the revolutionaries, Stat-
ist leaders such as van der Noot and van Eupen  were not included, and 
most Statists preferred exile to Austrian rule. From exile, the Statists con-
tinued to or ga nize opposition. As Dumouriez wrote with alarm, “It is 
known for certain that van der Noot and van Eupen and the priests are 
meeting again in Breda, that they are being joined by many malcontents, 
that this party, which is growing larger every day, is openly maintained 
by the Princess of Orange, and that it announced that it will be supported 
by the Prus sians.”80

In contrast, the demo crats remaining in Belgium had welcomed Leo-
pold’s promise to listen to their plans for reform. In Brussels they formed a 
new association, the Society of Friends of the Public Welfare, and proposed 
broadening pop u lar repre sen ta tion by doubling the number of the third 
estate’s delegates.81 But the Austrians ignored them, rejected reform, and 
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reestablished the old regime. Disillusioned with Austrian rule, the demo-
crats now joined the third estate and openly opposed the privileges and 
power of the Church and privileged classes. From their exile in Lille, Vonck 
and his small band of followers continued to work for an insurrection with 
French aid, in de pen dence from Austria, and the establishment of a new 
government based on pop u lar sovereignty.82 On 17 January 1792, Vonck 
received a letter from General Miacksynski, one of Dumouriez’s most 
trusted friends and  comrades- in- arms, telling Vonck and the Belgian demo-
crats to take heart and wait for the eventual return of Dumouriez to help 
the patriots reclaim their in de pen dence: “Dumouriez loves order and the 
happiness of the Belgian people. You know him as well as I do.”83

With the Austrian restoration of a conservative regime in Brussels and 
Liège and the resurgence of the Statist party at Breda, Dumouriez solidifi ed 
his plans for the creation of a Belgian Republic based on the overthrow of 
the Austrian regime by a pop u lar Belgian Revolution with French military 
support. He remained convinced that somehow Prus sia could also be per-
suaded to support the liberation of the Belgians, as he had no means of 
understanding the strength of the accords reached at Reichenbach and 
The Hague by late 1790. With or without Prus sian support, however, Du-
mouriez’s plans for Belgian liberation and pop u lar sovereignty would neither 
undergo further variation nor make further concessions to the Statists, to 
the Austrian monarch, or to international politics.

From late 1790 to early 1792, therefore, both Dumouriez and LeBrun, 
working with the Belgian Vonckists and the Liégeois patriots, had in de pen-
dently developed clearly articulated plans for a mutual project for a united, 
in de pen dent, and demo cratic Belgium. In the spring of 1792, striking 
changes within the French revolutionary government would allow the two 
men and their allies to collaborate in the French foreign ministry and estab-
lish the liberation of Belgium and Liège as offi cial French policy.



C h a p t e r  3

The Legislative 
Struggle for 
Control of French 
Foreign Policy, 
1789–1792

By early 1791, LeBrun and Dumouriez  were back in Paris following the 
failure of the in de pen dence movements in Liège and the Belgian prov-
inces. Disappointed but undeterred, the two continued their efforts to in-
fl uence French policy toward keeping alive the revolutionary prospects of 
the two peoples. But before they could move from the periphery of French 
revolutionary politics to the helm of foreign policy and put their Belgian 
project into action, a dramatic shift in the exercise of revolutionary foreign 
policy was essential. As this drama played out against the backdrop of a 
growing counterrevolutionary threat, the Assembly would wrest control of 
foreign policy from the king, with advantageous results for Dumouriez 
and LeBrun.

During the early months of the Revolution, the National Assembly had 
necessarily been preoccupied with domestic issues, writing a constitution 
and elimincaating ancien régime  abuses. Fortunately, the Eu ro pe an mon-
archs had at the time been preoccupied with internal concerns and rival-
ries among them that, while leading to the failure of the Belgian and 
Liégeois Revolutions, had left France undisturbed to consolidate its revo-
lutionary government without fear of external intervention. In the apparent 
absence of an immediate counterrevolutionary threat, the Assembly had 
willingly left matters of foreign policy to the king. This seeming oversight 
was in fact consistent with Enlightenment theory, as most philosophes, 
such as Montesquieu, considered foreign policy a royal prerogative. And 
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the deputies had no pre ce dent for and little idea of how to apply pop u lar 
sovereignty to the formulation and conduct of foreign policy. Moreover, 
the general cahiers of 1789, representing public opinion on the eve of the 
Revolution, had given the deputies no mandate for controlling foreign 
affairs. The more liberal of the deputies had taken issue with this view, 
arguing that the linkage of the crown to the Great Powers of Eu rope rep-
resented a counterrevolutionary danger and that leaving foreign policy in 
royal hands inevitably threatened the revolutionary government itself. 
They, following Rousseau and Condorcet, also wished to end what they 
regarded as the fundamental cause of war in Eu rope: dynastic rivalry for 
international power and prestige. Ideologically, therefore, the National 
Assembly was divided over which branch should control foreign policy, 
with traditionalists accepting monarchic control and liberals advocating 
legislative authority.

This struggle over foreign policy had begun in earnest during the period 
of LeBrun and Dumouriez’s involvement in the Liégeois and Belgian Rev-
olutions, when the deputies had challenged the king’s authority in their 
debates over recognizing Belgian in de pen dence in December 1789. But it 
had broken out openly over the Nootka Sound Controversy that erupted 
between Spain and Britain in May 1790.1 Both Spain and Great Britain 
had claimed the Nootka Sound, an inlet on the west coast of Vancouver 
Island, and when Spain seized three British ships for trespassing, the two 
powers had severed diplomatic relations and war seemed certain. The 
Spanish prime minister, Floridablanca, then asked for France’s unequivo-
cal endorsement of the Family Compact, the alliance between the Bour-
bon crowns. Foreign Minister Montmorin, refl ecting the king’s position, 
favored strict adherence to the Compact, both to check British colonialism 
and to strengthen the king’s bargaining power at home. On 14 May he 
presented his case to the National Assembly, unexpectedly sparking a con-
stitutional crisis. By choosing to inform rather than consult the deputies, 
Montmorin had indicated that the French position was decided and that 
he merely wished the Assembly’s support by approving the naval subsidy 
necessary if France  were to come to Spain’s defense.

To the deputies, this had raised two vital issues: whether the legislative 
or the executive power had the right to declare war and conclude peace, 
and whether the new government was bound by old regime alliances.2 
Many deputies disagreed with the royal stance just on constitutional 
grounds. Liberal and radical Jacobins, however, also suspected the king’s 
intentions, fearing his decision would lead France to war and enable him 
to turn the army into a counterrevolutionary force to reestablish absolute 
power.3 Yet in the view of the  traditionalists—the royalists and 
 constitutionalists—Louis had merely taken normal precautionary mea sures.4 
Five days of fi erce debate resulted in a proposal to create a Diplomatic 
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Committee with power to review France’s foreign relations and direct the 
activities of the foreign ministry. The resulting decree of 22 May 1790 
vested in the nation the right to decide on war or peace and authorized the 
legislature to make such decisions, meaning that all treaties and conven-
tions would continue to be initiated and concluded by the king but here-
after must have legislative ratifi cation. Although the king retained control 
of the armed forces, the right to inform the legislature of national defense 
requirements, and the authority to appoint ministers and ambassadors to 
conduct diplomatic relations, as a safeguard a provision was included by 
which ministers or other royal agents who began hostilities in response to 
“a culpable aggression” could face legislative prosecution. The decree also 
explicitly renounced all wars of conquest and the use of armed force 
against the liberty of any people. The May decree represented the revolu-
tionary Assembly’s fi rst, albeit limited, application of pop u lar sovereignty 
to foreign policy.

The new division of power was soon tested by an escalation of the Eu-
ro pe an counterrevolutionary movement as the absolutist rulers put aside 
their dynastic enmities to turn their attention to their common foe— 
revolutionary France. The Austrian Emperor Leopold II expressed his 
concern for and loyalty to his sister,  Marie- Antoinette.5 The Spanish 
crown had grown hostile to French domestic politics as early as February 
1790. Prus sia joined forces with its rival Austria in July, and Sweden and 
Rus sia put aside centuries of animosity to sign a peace treaty on 14 Au-
gust 1790 directed against revolutionary France. The Swedish king con-
ceived a plan, later approved by the Rus sian empress, Catherine II, to lead 
a “royal crusade” against France, crush the Revolution, and restore Bourbon 
absolutism.6

Much of the tension between the Eu ro pe an powers and the French revo-
lutionary government was fueled by émigré  nobles who had fl ed France after 
1789. It became common knowledge in Paris that the king’s brothers, the 
Counts d’Artois and de Provence, and the Prince de Condé  were actively 
orchestrating a counterrevolutionary plot in most of the Eu ro pe an courts. 
With the blessing of King Victor Amadeus III of  Piedmont- Sardinia, they 
had founded a counterrevolutionary council at Turin to unify the opposi-
tion for suppression of the Revolution and the return of Bourbon absolut-
ism. With the secret approval of Louis, who publicly supported the 
constitutional monarchy, members gathered to exchange intelligence, nego-
tiate with foreign courts, and plan uprisings in the French provinces.7

Two specifi c events forced the National Assembly to face the growing 
Eu ro pe an counterrevolutionary threat. The fi rst came from the Rhineland 
nobles in Alsace, legal vassals of the Holy Roman Emperor who held prop-
erty as fi efs from the king of France. Several months earlier, in response 
to the Assembly’s contention that its decrees abolishing feudal dues and 
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seigneurial rights in France applied to the properties of the German princes 
in Alsace, the princes had fi led a protest warning that they would seek 
the emperor’s military support if the French government enforced the 
decrees.8 When the situation remained unresolved, on 15 May 1790 the 
princes had appealed to the Imperial Diet of the Empire, which a year later 
issued a Conclusum upholding the princes’ claims and increasing the threat 
of war.

The second event and source of tension had been the pop u lar revolt of 
1790 in the papal enclaves of Avignon and the Comtat Venaissin and the 
majority vote of the population there to seek annexation to France.9 The 
National Assembly had initially denied their request, partly out of concern 
that annexation would jeopardize negotiations with Pius VI to obtain his 
consecration of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which provided for 
the state confi scation of church lands in France and required that all 
clergy take an oath of loyalty to the constitution.10 Their position changed 
in March 1791 when the pope offi cially condemned the Civil Constitu-
tion of the Clergy and severed relations with the French government. The 
Assembly then sent commissioners to Avignon and the Comtat Venaissin, 
who reported that a fair vote for annexation to France had been taken and 
legally ratifi ed by an assembly of elected deputies, leading the deputies to 
decree their annexation to France.11

These international events had led the deputies on the Left to charge 
that France was surrounded by enemies: Britain and Spain threatened war 
over the Nootka Sound Crisis, the Kingdom of  Piedmont- Sardinia har-
bored émigrés  and mobilized troops on their border, the pope was alien-
ated by French intervention in Avignon and the Comtat Venaissin, and 
the Alsatian nobility and French émigrés  in the Rhineland  were calling the 
empire to arms against France. As tensions between France and the coun-
terrevolutionary powers increased, so did the revolutionary government’s 
anxiety about its diplomatic isolation. These fears played a pivotal role in 
the deputies’ decision to act in response to Austria’s attempt to crush the 
Belgian and Liégeois revolutionary governments that summer. On 27 July, 
 Dubois- Crancé, a deputy from the Ardennes, protested a decision of Louis 
to allow Austrian troops free passage through French territory and accused 
the king and his ministers of intentionally neglecting the  Franco- Belgian 
border to make it easier for counterrevolutionary forces to invade France. 
In response, Montmorin insisted that the free passage of Austrian troops 
was sanctioned by treaties between France and Austria and that the 
 Franco- Belgian border was adequately fortifi ed. At the leftist deputies’ in-
stigation, the Assembly chose six commissioners to investigate Mont-
morin’s claims, who the next day reported that the cited treaties did not 
provide for reciprocal passage of French and Austrian troops, and the As-
sembly voted to annul the royal order. On 29 July, despite strong rightist 
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opposition, the Assembly constituted the Diplomatic Committee proposed 
in May, charging the six deputies selected with studying the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and considering making the foreign minister responsible 
to the Assembly. The committee was also to advise the deputies of the 
French diplomatic position on Eu ro pe an affairs and to take “cognizance of 
the existing treaties between France and the foreign powers, and of the 
obligations resulting from them.”12 Mirabeau, known for his knowledge of 
foreign affairs, was appointed committee spokesman.13

In a circular chain of causation, the deputies’ fear of foreign interven-
tion led to a decline in royal power that had in turn made the Eu ro pe an 
crowns increasingly hostile to the French revolutionary government.14 
This development contributed to the king’s secret decision to more closely 
embrace the counterrevolutionary movement. The Assembly had not only 
severely encroached on his executive power in foreign affairs but also pro-
foundly humiliated him by forcing him to approve, against his conscience, 
the Civil Constitution of the Clergy.15 In November, he appointed the 
Baron de Breteuil his secret and personal representative to the courts of 
Eu rope, telling him, “I approve of everything you may do to achieve my 
proposed goal, namely the reestablishment of my legitimate authority.”16

Outside France, the émigrés  continued to or ga nize, forging relations 
with Leopold II and the German princes. By early February 1791, German 
newspaper reports estimated their military strength at 100,000 troops, 
with 260,000 German troops pledged in reserve and 40,000 royalists 
inside France promising support.17 In May, the Count d’Artois met with 
Leopold II in Mantua to seek Austrian assistance for the restoration of the 
king and to obtain a promise to help the royal family escape if Louis offi -
cially denounced the Revolution and protested his loss of power.18 Accord-
ing to their agreement, if the king formally requested aid, Leopold would 
issue a manifesto demanding Louis XVI’s return to power and or ga nize a 
concert of crowns to prepare for war. These efforts dovetailed with those 
of Louis’s agents to enlist immediate military support from other Eu ro-
pe an powers for his fl ight from Paris and restoration.19 On 2 May, Louis 
learned that the Austrian emperor had ordered 5,000 troops to Luxem-
bourg, and the king of Sweden promised Louis his full support.20 A day 
later, Spain moved troops to the  Franco- Spanish border, and the king of 
 Piedmont- Sardinia mobilized 10,000 troops.21

Despite the king’s attempts at secrecy, rumors and troop movements 
had led many deputies to suspect Louis XVI of conspiring with the Eu ro-
pe an monarchs to escape from Paris and to return at the head of an allied 
army to suppress the revolutionary government.22 In response to these ru-
mors, the people of Paris grew increasingly hostile toward the king and his 
family and on 18 April forcibly prevented Louis from leaving the city to 
receive Easter Communion from a refractory priest at  Saint- Cloud. This 
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opposition strengthened the king’s resolve to escape, and his planned 
fl ight took place on 20 June 1791. To meet Leopold’s conditions, Louis 
had arranged for a royal manifesto to be distributed after the family’s de-
parture from Paris, in which he complained that most of his authority over 
foreign affairs had been taken from him, blamed the Jacobins and revolu-
tionary journalists for encouraging public unrest that made it impossible 
to solve the nation’s problems, and invited the people to join him in shap-
ing a new constitution for France. The following day, the Assembly, now 
convinced that it was no longer possible to entrust the king with foreign 
policy and that France was encircled by counterrevolutionary forces pre-
paring to invade, went into emergency session. It ordered increased fortifi -
cations for the frontier towns, placed both the army and the National 
Guard on alert, and set up an elaborate network of  country- wide surveil-
lance.23

Within a few days, the king and his family  were arrested at Varennes 
and escorted back to Paris by the National Guard. Their fl ight produced a 
storm of antiroyalist sentiment, including angry po liti cal demonstrations 
in Paris and calls in the Assembly to remove the king and proclaim a 
French Republic. The largest protest, encouraged by Danton and Marat’s 
radical Cordelier Club, was held on 17 July 1791 on the Champ de Mars, 
where approximately 6,000 petitioners demanded Louis’s abdication and 
called for a public referendum on whether he should be replaced. Neither 
the National Assembly nor the government of Paris  were ready for such 
a radical move, and afraid of widespread civil insurrection, the mayor de-
clared martial law and sent Lafayette and the National Guard to disperse 
the demonstrators, sixty of whom  were killed and many more arrested. 
Although the Massacre of the Champs de Mars was a failure for the pro-
testors, it ignited further support for the republican movement that would 
culminate the following year in the 10 August Revolution, and earned 
Lafayette the lasting enmity of antiroyalists in and out of the Assembly.

Outside of France, by late summer, Leopold assumed the leadership of 
the counterrevolution, motivated by his familial relationship with the 
French royal family and even more by his concern over revolutionary op-
position to the restoration of the Austrian regime in Belgium and Liège.24 
The 1789 revolution in the Belgian provinces had been costly for Austria, 
and even after the emperor’s restoration in December 1790, the omnipres-
ent fear of the French revolutionary infl uence gave him no confi dence in 
the acquiescence of the Belgians and Liégeois. Leopold was joined by Fred-
erick William II, who had already pledged his support to the émigrés  and 
was fi rmly committed to the Bourbon cause.25 Territorially ambitious for 
Prus sia, he saw opportunities for obtaining compensation in return for as-
sisting the French king. On 27 August, Leopold II and Frederick William 
signed the Declaration of Pillnitz urging the other Eu ro pe an powers to join 
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them in “the most effective means in relation to their strength to enable the 
King of France to consolidate, in perfect freedom, the bases of a monarchi-
cal government.”26 They implied that although their armies remained on 
alert, neither monarch would take action until other Eu ro pe an sovereigns 
joined them in concert.

The Declaration of Pillnitz was broadly seen in France as a declaration 
of war against the Revolution. In the Journal général,  LeBrun wrote, “The 
atrocious and absurd agreement of Pillnitz is the declaration of war of des-
pots allied against the freedom of nations. The die is cast. We must fi ght 
to preserve the new French constitution.”27 The fl ight to Varennes and the 
Declaration of Pillnitz left no doubt of the king’s duplicity and the gather-
ing clouds of war, emboldening the National Assembly to secure even 
greater control over foreign policy by requiring the foreign minister to 
present frequent reports on the state of international affairs.

Increased legislative control over foreign affairs was demonstrated by 
the Assembly’s vote on 14 September, despite the pope’s angry protests, to 
annex Avignon and the Comtat Venaissin.28 This articulated a doctrine 
new to the Eu ro pe an experience, expanding the principle of the self- 
determination of peoples to three instances: a people’s struggle for libera-
tion, their protection against forced annexation, and their desire to be 
united with another po liti cal entity. Although the annexation of the papal 
enclaves advanced the Assembly’s power and established a signifi cant new 
principle in foreign relations, it further antagonized the Eu ro pe an monar-
chies, accelerating the formation of a co ali tion of crowns that autumn.

The National Assembly’s increasing control of foreign policy, now 
clearly critical to the revolution’s survival, was also evidenced in the consti-
tution it approved, which affi rmed the Principles of 1789 and the growing 
power of the legislative branch. In foreign affairs, the constitution formal-
ized the arrangements contained in the decree of 22 May 1790: The king 
maintained the power to declare, prepare for, and direct war, to conduct 
peace, and to negotiate treaties, and the legislature retained the authority 
to ratify all declarations of war and peace and to review and revise treaties. 
The Diplomatic Committee now offi cially conducted the legislature’s sur-
veillance of the ministry of foreign affairs through frequent meetings with 
the king’s foreign minister, whose policies  were to be reviewed by the 
 whole Assembly. Constitutionally as well as practically, the king was no 
longer in sole control of foreign policy. On 13 September 1791, Louis of-
fi cially sanctioned the constitution, although privately he loathed it, as it 
removed much of his power and international prestige. Secretly he worked 
through his agents for the formation of a military co ali tion of his Eu ro-
pe an allies to end the constitutional monarchy. Through this subterfuge 
he preserved the small degree of authority left to him as he waited for the 
day of his liberation and restoration to absolute power.29
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While the Assembly incrementally took over foreign policy to protect itself 
from the counterrevolutionary threat, Dumouriez had returned to France 
determined to infl uence that policy. By establishing connections with im-
portant policymakers, the ambitious general sought a military or diplomatic 
post from which he could further his plans for restoring in de pen dence to the 
Belgians. Through the offi ces of Lafayette and LaPorte, Dumouriez was 
nominated for the post of commandant of Lyon in December 1790 when 
the previous commandant, General Lachapelle, was implicated in an émigré  
conspiracy. But when Brissot prematurely published Dumouriez’s appoint-
ment in the Patriote français  before the king had confi rmed it, Louis vowed 
that he would never “permit the Jacobins to interfere in the appointments of 
my generals” and appointed someone  else.30

Remaining in Paris, Dumouriez continued to make powerful contacts 
both in the Assembly and at court. He was recognized and respected for 
his military and diplomatic expertise, although the constitutional monar-
chists in the Assembly believed him a revolutionary and thus potentially 
“either extremely dangerous or extremely useful.”31 In the spring of 1791, 
Dumouriez approached the banker  Saint- Foy, an old friend at court and 
an adviser to the Duke d’Orléans, who introduced him to Mirabeau and 
his circle.32 This acquaintanceship became a pivotal connection for Du-
mouriez, as Mirabeau’s circle dominated the Assembly before the rise of 
the Girondins that fall. An intellectual hub of Pa ri sian policymakers, its 
members gladly welcomed a general loyal to Enlightenment thought and 
the Revolution into their midst. Mirabeau, in par tic u lar, became Du-
mouriez’s patron and confi dant and valued his expertise and literary abili-
ties. The two frequently discussed their views on foreign policy, including 
Mirabeau’s project of making fundamental changes in the foreign minis-
try and diplomatic procedures. Based on these discussions, at Mirabeau’s 
request Dumouriez wrote a Report on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which 
he presented to the Constitution Committee of the National Assembly for 
approval in early April 1791.33 In it, Dumouriez outlined a model for the 
conduct of foreign policy and diplomacy consistent with the Principles of 
1789 and called for a complete reor ga ni za tion of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. On 26 April, he read it before the Jacobin Club, whose members 
 were so impressed that they ordered it printed and sent to the departments 
as the “Manifesto of Jacobin Diplomacy,” further expanding Dumouriez’s 
distinguished reputation and revolutionary credentials.34

The previous month, Mirabeau, hoping to make use of Dumouriez’s 
diplomatic skills to mitigate the growing tensions with the Great Powers, 
had offered him the ambassadorship to Prus sia in March 1791. Du-
mouriez, however, requested and was promised the post of minister pleni-
potentiary to Mainz, believing he could successfully negotiate a settlement 
with the German princes in Alsace.35 But when Mirabeau died suddenly 
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on 3 April, Dumouriez lost his patron and could not obtain the royal ap-
pointment. Instead, Lafayette and Minister of War Duportail appointed 
Dumouriez president of the War Council, a committee of the War Ministry 
formed by the king to reform the army’s or ga ni za tion and staff so as to 
stave off the National Assembly’s threat to replace all existing army offi -
cers with new ones elected by the troops. In this new capacity, Dumouriez 
wrote a military report establishing guidelines by which a new army, “rep-
resenting a free people,” was to be constituted.36 He intended to achieve 
for the army what he also envisioned for foreign  policy—true repre sen ta-
tion of revolutionary principles by rejecting the standards of the ancien 
régime . Echoing the military recommendations he had earlier produced 
for the Belgian army, Dumouriez specifi ed the duties of each rank from 
general to private, prescribed the relationship that should exist among 
“soldier citizens” and between soldiers and civilians, and required each 
soldier to swear loyalty to the nation and the principles for which it stood. 
These reforms, he believed, would produce an army motivated by patrio-
tism.

Impressed by Dumouriez’s credentials and contributions, Duportail 
granted his request for promotion to  major- general in early June 1791 and 
attached him to the Twelfth Division, commanded by General Verteuil at 
Nantes in the department of Vendée, which had seen an outbreak of coun-
terrevolutionary activities.37 There Dumouriez worked closely with the 
future Girondin leader Armand Gensonné, sent by the Assembly as part of 
a commission to investigate and recommend ways to reestablish order and 
public safety in the area. Over the next two months, Gensonné and Du-
mouriez became friends, and Gensonné and Gallois, the second commis-
sioner, recommended to the National Assembly that the troops under 
Dumouriez’s command be increased to deal with the counterrevolutionary 
threat. Upon Gensonné’s return to Paris, he and Dumouriez maintained 
an active correspondence, and Gensonné became Dumouriez’s contact 
with the newly elected Legislative Assembly called for by the Constitution 
of 1791.

As the Legislative Assembly met for the fi rst time on 1 October, the 
deputies  were aware of Louis’s unhappiness with the constitution and sus-
pected the king and court of collusion with the counterrevolution, and the 
legislators’ struggle against the crown therefore resumed on a new level of 
mutual hostility. Almost immediately, the deputies addressed the counter-
revolutionary activities of the émigrés  and the rulers of Eu rope and their 
suspected connections to Louis. A primary challenge was the king’s contin-
ued control over French diplomacy, which the new division of governmen-
tal authority made distinct from foreign policy, now subject to legislative 
oversight. Every major Eu ro pe an court was confounded by the presence of 
three rival French ambassadors: an offi cial ambassador representing the 
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constitutional monarchy; a fully accredited emissary of the king’s émigré 
brothers claiming that, because Louis XVI was actually a prisoner in Paris, 
the offi cial French ambassador did not represent him; and secret emissaries 
of the king whose mission was to convince monarchs to join a military 
concert against the revolutionary government.38 The resulting confusion, 
miscommunication, and heightened fear of the king’s collaboration with 
the counterrevolution led Brissot and Gensonné and their followers to press 
the Legislative Assembly to quickly constitute the enlarged Diplomatic 
Committee called for in the new constitution, which they did on 14 Octo-
ber. Their anxiety increased with the accelerated counterrevolutionary ac-
tivity of the émigrés  and Eu ro pe an monarchs in response to the convening 
of the Legislative Assembly and growing hostility to the king. In October, 
the Counts de Provence and d’Artois mobilized an army and formed an 
elite offi cer corps in Brabant, Belgium for the invasion of France.39

The collective thinking of the deputies was dominated by the specter of 
an armed co ali tion of crowns and émigrés  methodically surrounding the 
country. In his Journal général,  LeBrun wrote that news from all over 
Eu rope evidenced an armed co ali tion against France. “The most reliable 
reports from the North and from Germany agree in seeing the project ac-
tually arranged between some of the principal powers,” he warned:

We are receiving letters from Frankfurt and Vienna, which all serve to 
increase our alarm and to confi rm our suspicions. . . .  Our enemies’ plan 
appears to be to encircle the kingdom with troops and to dictate to us the 
conditions desired by the Congress, which will be sure to take place at 
 Aix- la- Chapelle or at Coblenz.40

In the Assembly, the deputies’ discussions manifested a siege mentality.41 
On one side of the debates over how to deal with the counterrevolutionary 
menace and the king’s suspected collusion  were the Feuillants, who sup-
ported the constitutional monarchy and Louis XVI. On the other  were the 
Jacobins, now comprising two fl uid but identifi able groups, the Girondins 
emerging from Brissot’s circle and the Robespierrists. The Girondins, who 
had become the dominant group in the Assembly, took the most bellicose 
stand, arguing that revolutionary France should take the offensive, declare 
war, and eliminate the Eu ro pe an counterrevolutionary forces, leaving the 
king unable to harm the revolution.42 The Robespierrists, in contrast, 
feared that such a war would enable the king to form an alliance with the 
Eu ro pe an monarchs and with their help bring down the revolutionary 
government. They strongly opposed war as long as Louis XVI was king of 
France.

The Girondin position refl ected the most fervent hopes of Dumouriez, 
LeBrun, and the  Belgian- Liégeois patriots. The rise of the Girondins in 
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the Legislative Assembly paralleled the development of Dumouriez’s rela-
tionship as adviser and friend to the infl uential deputy Gensonné.43 Gen-
sonné, regarding himself as a foreign affairs novice, increasingly came to 
rely on Dumouriez’s advice, which he then shared with his Girondin com-
patriots. As Gensonné wrote to Dumouriez in September 1791,

I will neglect nothing in order to keep you informed of the course of events. 
There is obviously going to be a change, and I am convinced that the fi rst 
three months of our legislature are going to decide the fate of the revolu-
tion. I am counting heavily on the instructions that you have promised me; 
I need, as it  were, to be led by the hand, and only the certainty that you 
have given me in this matter can console me for the fact that I have been 
put on the stage without adequate time to prepare myself for it.44

In October, Gensonné’s infl uence in foreign affairs increased when he was 
appointed to the Diplomatic Committee. As he gave Dumouriez news of 
the Assembly and asked his advice, Dumouriez became the Girondins’ 
unoffi cial foreign policy adviser and military strategist.

That fall, the increasingly acrimonious debates in the Legislative As-
sembly focused primarily on French policy toward the émigrés  and the 
foreign princes who harbored them. The chief  Girondins—Brissot, 
Vergniaud, Condorcet, and  Isnard—argued that the counterrevolutionary 
conspiracy led by the émigrés  posed the greatest threat to the Revolution 
and demanded that the Assembly declare war on the German princes and 
attack the émigré  forces gathered in the Rhineland. On 3 November, Gen-
sonné wrote to Dumouriez,

If the king is in good faith, he will get rid of all that vermin, which is only 
trying to seduce the government and to bring about imperceptibly a friendly 
agreement with the émigrés. That is quite obviously the reason why not 
even the fi rst steps have been taken to disperse them. You would be right in 
thinking that I am far from believing everything that is said, my method 
has always been that of methodical doubt, but it is diffi cult not to believe 
that some plot is being hatched and that we are on the verge of seeing it 
break open. Heaven will see to it that everything is exposed.45

On 9 November, the Assembly decreed that the émigrés  would be prose-
cuted and their property confi scated if they did not return to France by 1 
January 1792 and instructed the Diplomatic Committee to propose mea-
sures for the king to take against states that protected émigrés . Two days 
later the king publicly complied in writing, offi cially instructing his broth-
ers to return and fulfi ll their duties to the constitutional monarchy though 
covertly informing them that he would veto the decree of 9 November and 
continue to subsidize them and the other émigrés.  The brothers did not 
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return.46 When the king did veto the decree on 12 November, the Jacobins 
and the Paris press accused him of using his constitutional power to de-
stroy the government.47 To soften the po liti cal impact of his veto, Louis 
appointed a new foreign minister, Antoine DeLessart, replacing Mont-
morin, a royalist whom most of the deputies despised. This did not have 
the desired effect of appeasing the deputies, who viewed the king’s action 
as simply replacing one puppet with another.48

The king’s veto initiated the fi nal confl ict over his constitutional pre-
rogative and marked a turning point in the Assembly’s debates on foreign 
policy. In the seventeen days that followed the royal veto of 12 November, 
the  Girondin- dominated Diplomatic Committee, refl ecting the embattled 
mood of the Assembly, quickly seized the initiative by formally recom-
mending that France undertake a short, preemptive war against the émi-
grés.  They argued that war would rally the nation, expose all traitors, and 
defeat the counterrevolutionary forces before they became too strong.49 
On 26 November, the Assembly decreed that the king issue an ultimatum: 
Either the German princes disperse the émigrés  within three weeks or the 
French army would do so. Isnard, in a  now- famous speech, indicated the 
majority sentiment in the Assembly: “Tell Eu rope that if the cabinets in-
volve the kings in a war against the people, we will involve the people in a 
war against the kings.”

The king’s ministers, faced with a  pro- war legislative majority, had lost 
most of the Assembly’s support. Louis and the court, aware of the mood in 
the Assembly and the pop u lar enthusiasm for war, could not afford to lose 
further support, particularly since the king intended to veto the decree 
against the refractory clergy.50 Therefore the king publicly adopted a war 
policy intended to identify himself with the Revolution against the émigrés  
and thereby strengthen his faltering position in the Assembly. Perhaps he 
hoped to employ this turn of events to his advantage, reasoning that the 
German electors would refuse to disperse the émigrés,  France would de-
clare war, and the Eu ro pe an powers would join the electors to defeat the 
revolutionary government and reestablish him as ruler of a repentant na-
tion.51 There can be little doubt that this was his ultimate goal. In a letter 
of 3 December 1791, Louis told Frederick William that, although he had 
offi cially accepted the constitutional monarchy, he supported factions 
that sought to destroy it.52 He urged the Prus sian king to form a concert 
with Catherine, Leopold, and the kings of Sweden and Spain to halt the 
“sedition- mongers,” reestablish stability in France, and prevent the Revo-
lution from spreading. He outlined an identical strategy in a subsequent 
dispatch to Gustavus III encouraging the Swedish king to join the mili-
tary concert being formed to help him.53

Louis introduced his  pro- war policy on 5 December 1791 by replacing 
Minister of War Duportail with the ambitious and charming Count de 
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Narbonne. Narbonne was, in many ways, a dramatic and conciliatory 
choice, the fi rst royal minister to refl ect the majority will in the Assembly. 
Narbonne, a sincere supporter of the constitutional monarchy, intended 
to improve relations with the Assembly, reform the army, pop u lar ize the 
monarchy, and, above all, restore public confi dence in the government by 
leading France to war.54 His  pro- war position, supposedly representing 
royal wishes, intensifi ed debate on the issue and heightened the  war- charged 
atmosphere in Paris during December and January. The rest of the Feuil-
lant leadership, though supporters of the king’s prerogative, steadfastly 
opposed war, warning the court that war would associate all monarchs, 
including Louis, with the foreign enemy. Narbonne’s appointment im-
plied that Louis was prepared to see France declare war on the Hapsburg 
monarchy and its allies over the émigré  question. On 3 December, Leopold 
challenged this position by ratifying the Imperial Diet’s conclusum uphold-
ing the German princes’ claims against France and warning the French 
government that he would give military assistance to the princes. This was 
followed by Louis’s 14 December announcement to the Assembly that he 
had accepted its 29 November ultimatum against the émigrés  and had in-
formed the elector of Trier that he must either disperse the émigrés  on his 
lands by 15 January 1792 or face war.55 Although the king publicly main-
tained he would begin military preparations to enforce this demand, on 
the same day he secretly instructed the Baron de Breteuil to continue ne-
gotiations to form an armed co ali tion of Eu ro pe an crowns.56

Narbonne’s fi rst address to the deputies set an energetic, warlike tone, 
informing them that he would visit the northeast frontier to inspect forti-
fi cations and superintend military preparations and asking for and receiv-
ing their approval for funds to prepare for an invasion. Narbonne’s war 
plan was based on the Girondin strategy: A quick assault on the émigrés  
and the German princes in the Rhineland, followed, if necessary, by a 
defensive war against Austria. This position not only split the Feuillants 
but intensifi ed the opposition between the Robespierrists and the Giron-
dins over their differing perceptions of the counterrevolutionary threat.57 
At the heart of the issue was the king’s loyalty. Not swayed by Louis’s ap-
parent willingness to wage war, the Robespierrists held to a fi rm antiwar 
stance that allied them with the antiwar Feuillants.58 They feared the 
king’s power even more in war than in peace, believing that in the event 
of war, the king would collaborate with the counterrevolution. So strong 
was their distrust that when the Girondins advised the Assembly to coop-
erate with the king’s war policy, the Robespierrists accused them of con-
spiring with a treasonous court.59 For his part, Brissot found himself in 
the unlikely position of agreeing with the Count de Narbonne and, by 
association, with the king. Although he was antimonarchic and suspi-
cious of the king, he did not believe that Louis’s  pro- war stance concealed 
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a counterrevolutionary plot. He and his fellow Girondins advocated a 
limited, local war in the Rhineland to disperse the émigrés  and end the 
counterrevolutionary threat. He predicted that this would also further 
the ideological crusade for liberty as the French armies  were welcomed 
everywhere as liberators, sparking a general revolt of peoples against their 
iniquitous rulers.

These war debates intensifi ed the deputies’ siege mentality even as they 
revealed their striking differences. Finally Gensonné, speaking for the 
Diplomatic Committee on 26 December, argued that in view of the dan-
ger of encirclement and invasion, the policymakers must stop their fac-
tional fi ghting and take mea sures to defend the country before it was too 
late. He gave a favorable report on Louis’s war message of 14 December 
and Narbonne’s request for 20 million livres for war preparations. The 
deputies, agreeing that France had no alternative but to prepare for war, 
approved the subsidy. At Condorcet’s suggestion, they also reaffi rmed the 
oath of 22 May 1790 to renounce all wars of conquest.

Throughout these events, Dumouriez had continued to advise the Gi-
rondins through Gensonné. On the same day as Gensonné’s war speech, 
he confi ded in Dumouriez that most deputies opposed the changes that 
DeLessart was making in the foreign ministry’s staff and that he intended 
to challenge DeLessart directly. Gensonné implied that he and fellow Dip-
lomatic Committee member Chevalier de Jaucourt  were working to re-
move DeLessart and create opinion favorable to Dumouriez as his 
replacement.60 In January, Gensonné would directly promise the position 
to Dumouriez, telling him that “We are going to press [DeLessart] vigor-
ously. If, as I think probable, there is a changeover in the ministry of for-
eign affairs, you are absolutely certain to get it in spite of the Château. 
Those people [in the foreign ministry] must take action or leave, and it is 
impossible for DeLessart to hang on.”61 Replacing DeLessart would elimi-
nate the strongest advocate for peace in the government and pave the way 
for Dumouriez and the Girondins to pursue their mutual war aims.

A stunning turning point in the posture of the Assembly and in Du-
mouriez’s prospects was the disclosure of the Kaunitz dispatch, a letter 
from Austrian chancellor Kaunitz to Noailles, the French ambassador to 
Vienna, written on 21 December 1791. When the dispatch reached Paris 
on 31 December, DeLessart jubilantly notifi ed the Assembly that Leopold 
had backed down and ordered the electors of Trier and Mainz to disperse 
the émigrés. 62 More signifi cant to the deputies, however, was that the rest 
of the dispatch was hostile. It warned that if the French attacked the 
Rhineland, the emperor would order Marshal Bender, the imperial general 
of the Austrian Netherlands, to come to the electors’ aid. The emperor 
wanted to prevent this extremity, Kaunitz asserted, as did the “other sover-
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eigns gathered in concert to maintain public order and the safety and 
honor of  crowns”—thereby confi rming that a concert of crowns did exist. 
The immediate effect was to expand the scope of the proposed war, shift-
ing its focus from the émigrés  and the German princes to Leopold as leader 
of the opposition to France. The  pro- war revolutionaries dropped their 
support of a quick, limited war in the Rhineland to advocate a preemptive 
strike against Austrian troops in Belgium and Liège, as the revolutionary 
movements in those territories had long urged. The Kaunitz dispatch, fol-
lowed by reports of Leopold’s troop movements to the  Franco- Belgian 
border and notifying Louis of his intention to come to his assistance, 
greatly increased the deputies’ sense of urgency about taking control of 
foreign policy. The Diplomatic Committee moved quickly to consolidate 
its power.63 Girondins attacks focused on a new target: the  ever- tightening 
grip of the counterrevolutionary crowns encircling France that had to be 
broken before France was invaded.

The exiled Liégeois and Belgian patriots, under the leadership of LeBrun 
and Walckiers, quickly grasped this opportunity to further their plans to 
liberate their  now- allied countries. Two weeks before the Kaunitz dispatch 
arrived in Paris, LeBrun and the Liégeois patriots had used their connec-
tions with  Bonne- Carrère in the foreign ministry and the Girondin Diplo-
matic Committee to arrange for their successful appearance before the 
Assembly on 18 December seeking support for the creation of a Liégeois 
legion. In the Journal général,  LeBrun urged France to declare war on the 
Hapsburg Empire and reported that Austrian troops  were reinforcing Bel-
gian fortifi cations. He argued that it was necessary to take advantage of 
the revolutionary ferment in Belgium and Liège, maintaining that a French 
invasion would be followed by a revolt against the hated Austrians, whom 
they would defeat together.64

The Girondin campaign against Leopold coincided fortuitously with 
Dumouriez’s Belgian project. Indeed, Dumouriez had greatly infl uenced 
the campaign in the Assembly to wage war against Austria, advising Gen-
sonné as early as September that war between France and the “counter-
revolutionary league” was certain.65 In this he was urged on by the 
Vonckist Théophile Le Clair Benoit, who, writing to him from exile in 
London, argued that a French war with Austria was inevitable and that the 
French government must seize the initiative by striking fi rst in Belgium 
and Liège to ignite a revolution that would ensure Austria’s defeat. He 
pleaded: “You alone, sir, can save them. You alone can make Belgium 
free.”66 After the Kaunitz dispatch, Dumouriez sent Gensonné a long 
analysis of the deteriorating  Franco- Austrian relations  vis-à- vis the Bel-
gian provinces and outlining his recommendations concerning the crisis 
this created for France.67 It was, in all its essentials, Dumouriez’s plan to 
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liberate Belgium, and became the Girondist war strategy as they pressed 
for a French declaration of war on Austria throughout the late winter and 
spring of 1792.

In his analysis, Dumouriez argued that Austria presented the greatest 
threat to France and that the reestablishment of the Austrian regime in 
Belgium and Liège had made these territories a foyer for the Eu ro pe an 
counterrevolutionary movement. He maintained above all that, in the 
spirit of the Declaration of the Rights of Man, France had a moral duty to 
protect the rights of the Belgians and Liégeois.68 France, he advised, should 
immediately demand that Leopold reduce the Austrian military establish-
ment in her Belgian territories, as without assurances on this point, France 
could never feel secure. If Leopold refused, Dumouriez recommended a 
French preemptive strike against Austria in the Belgian provinces, insist-
ing, as LeBrun and his delegation, that the oppressed Belgians and Lié-
geois would revolt, form an army of 6,000 men, and join the French army 
once it crossed the border. A preemptive strike would restore freedom to 
the Belgians and Liégeois and check the growing strength of the counter-
revolutionary co ali tion planning to invade and dismember France. As pre-
ce dent, Dumouriez alluded to Frederick the Great’s invasion of Saxony in 
1756 when he “saw that the storm was inevitable.”

As 1792 dawned, the war debates continued in the Legislative Assem-
bly, the Jacobin Club, and the Paris press.69 Minister of War Narbonne 
pressed for a war against Austria, believing that it alone would save the 
constitutional government.70 After making a personal reconnaissance of 
the disposition of the French Army on the northern frontier, he presented 
an enthusiastic if overly optimistic report to the Assembly on 11 January, 
his purpose clearly to convince the deputies of the army’s readiness. Ac-
cording to Narbonne, the morale of the garrisons was high, the troops and 
offi cers loyal, and the major fortresses along the frontier excellently pre-
pared.71 Although admitting that the regular army was short of its quota, 
recruitment was at a standstill, and more offi cers  were needed, he claimed 
that these problems mattered little, given the high troop morale. He spoke 
only of the Army of the North, failing to mention the status of the armies 
of the Rhine and Center, the regular army units, and the National Guard.72 
Unfortunately, there  were no experienced military voices among the 
 Assembly’s leaders to challenge his misleading assessment.

As a member of the king’s council, Foreign Minister DeLessart openly 
approved Narbonne’s announced foreign policy, which was to isolate Aus-
tria by detaching Prus sia from her Austrian alliance and seeking the neu-
trality of Great Britain, yet secretly undermined the efforts of Narbonne’s 
agents to negotiate with those nations. Although the king had publicly 
declared for war, DeLessart covertly worked to maintain peace with Aus-
tria. As leader of the antiwar Feuillants, DeLessart presented a formidable 
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barrier to the  pro- war  Girondin- led co ali tion despite the overwhelming 
bellicose war sentiment in the government. Thus the  Girondin- dominated 
Diplomatic Committee resolved to impeach DeLessart and replace him 
with their own candidate, Dumouriez, who they believed could provide 
France with a foreign policy and war strategy that would defeat Austria 
and the counterrevolutionary forces.

In the Assembly on 14 January, Gensonné, speaking for the Diplomatic 
Committee, presented its report on the Kaunitz dispatch of 21 December. 
It accused Austria of leading a Eu ro pe an concert to overthrow the French 
constitution and restore Louis’s absolute regime and recommended that 
the king demand a precise explanation of Leopold’s intention to intervene 
in France’s domestic affairs. Gensonne’s report closely echoed Dumouriez’s 
analysis, down to his allusion to Frederick the Great. On 17 January, Bris-
sot demanded that the threat of the “co ali tion of despots” be dealt with 
immediately and that the king confront Leopold directly. Vergniaud and 
Isnard supported Brissot’s position. When Mathieu Dumas, speaking for 
the Feuillants, protested that a declaration of war by the Assembly violated 
the king’s constitutional prerogative of 1791, he was booed and shouted 
down.

That night at the Jacobin Club, the majority approved a Girondin 
 pro- war circular for distribution to the departments, even though Robe-
spierre denounced Brissot as a traitor and warned that a war would restore 
the triumphant generals, the aristocracy, and the treasonous king.73 The 
war debates further polarized the Jacobin factions, their growing rancor 
leading each to cast suspicion on and defame the opposing faction.74 In 
response to a Girondin attack on Robespierre on 12 January, Jean Nicolas 
 Billaud- Varenne observed that Robespierre was not, as the Girondins 
claimed, the only antiwar Jacobin, but that others, including Georges- 
Jacques Danton, François Paul Antoine, Camille Desmoulins, Antoine 
Joseph Santerre, Etienne Jean Panis, and  Billaud- Varenne himself, agreed 
with Robespierre even if they  were not as vocal. In early February this was 
followed by a Robespierrist diatribe, Jean- Pierre Brissot Exposed, in which 
Desmoulins called Brissot a police spy, scoundrel, vile imposter, and trai-
tor. He went so far as to charge that by their  pro- war position, Brissot and 
the Girondins had done more harm to the revolution than the French ar-
istocracy.75

The war debates further magnifi ed the deputies’ fear of betrayal from 
within and encirclement from without. To deal with the external counter-
revolutionary threat, on 25 January 1792 the Legislative Assembly issued a 
decree accepting most of the Diplomatic Committee’s recommendations, 
demonstrating the legitimate fears and  pro- war sentiment of the deputies 
and their determination to seize power over foreign policy.76 In response, 
Louis vetoed the decree on the grounds that the deputies had overstepped 
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their constitutional authority in presuming to advise the king on the conduct 
of foreign affairs. As with the 9 November decree on the émigrés,  the As-
sembly had taken decisive action only to have its decision nullifi ed by a 
king who did not have the confi dence of the majority.

The deputies then moved swiftly to seize the initiative. The Diplomatic 
Committee decided that it alone would deal with the question of the in-
demnities owed to the German princes holding land in Alsace and that it 
would seek to remove the Feuillant minister of foreign affairs.77 The Com-
mittee opened its attack on DeLessart on 10 February, demanding that he 
submit a complete report on his correspondence with the Eu ro pe an capi-
tals.78 The next day DeLessart told the Committee that the news he had 
received from his envoys in Vienna, Berlin, Coblenz, and Brussels had 
been vague and noncommittal and thus did not “permit the assumption of 
anything defi nite on the part of the foreign powers.”79 Hoping to forestall 
war, he did not mention the weekly reports of Austrian troop increases in 
Belgium and Liège that he had been receiving from the French chargé 
d’affaires in Brussels, LaGravière.80 In his next report to the committee on 
23 February, DeLessart stated that he had received new dispatches from 
Berlin, The Hague, and Stockholm, but that those powers remained non-
committal about their relations with the French revolutionary govern-
ment.81 None of the foreign minister’s incomplete reports revealed the true 
state of French foreign affairs.82

This became clear when on 27 February DeLessart reported to the 
Diplomatic Committee that he had received Austria’s reply to the Assem-
bly’s 25 January decree. As DeLessart read the second Kaunitz dispatch, 
dated 17 February, the committee’s members discovered that he had with-
held some of his recent correspondence with Austria and demanded that 
he immediately prepare a report to the Assembly on the entire Franco- 
Austrian correspondence.83 Led by Gensonné, the Girondins increased 
their attacks on DeLessart, accusing him of duplicity in his dealings with 
the Committee and the Assembly.  Bonne- Carrère, now DeLessart’s secre-
tary, suggested to the foreign minister that General Dumouriez, a protégé 
of the Girondins and a former classmate of DeLessart’s at the College of 
 Louis- le- Grand, might be able to help the foreign minister extricate him-
self from his diffi culties with Gensonné and the Diplomatic Committee.84 
 Bonne- Carrère also noted that the general’s extensive knowledge of foreign 
affairs could help DeLessart in his negotiations with Vienna on behalf of 
the king and the Assembly.85

Under heavy fi re, the foreign minister followed  Bonne- Carrère’s recom-
mendation and solicited advice from Dumouriez, who had just been pro-
moted to lieutenant general and recalled to Paris for reassignment by War 
Minister Narbonne. Shortly after the general arrived in Paris on 26 Febru-
ary, DeLessart consulted him about his problems with the Diplomatic 
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Committee and the Girondins in the Assembly. He described his delicate 
negotiations with Chancellor Kaunitz and showed Dumouriez the com-
plete  Franco- Austrian correspondence, in which the general discovered 
that DeLessart’s desire to maintain peace with Austria had led him to 
withhold from the Diplomatic Committee two of the four dispatches from 
Kaunitz, one a hostile note of 6 January 1792 and the other DeLessart’s 
obsequious reply of 21 January. Dumouriez then advised DeLessart to 
fully disclose the  Franco- Austrian correspondence to the Legislative As-
sembly.

It is probable that the general provided this information to Gensonné, 
as the Diplomatic Committee subsequently demanded that DeLessart 
fully disclose the  Franco- Austrian correspondence to the deputies.86 On 1 
March DeLessart made a dramatic appearance before the Legislative As-
sembly to report on all four dispatches of the  Franco- Austrian correspon-
dence, confessing that he had previously deliberately withheld two of 
them. He began by rereading the Kaunitz dispatch of 21 December 1792, 
which contained the original Austrian threats to use Marshal Bender’s 
troops if France invaded the Rhineland and referred to a “concert of 
crowns” allied against France. Then DeLessart read the two pieces of cor-
respondence that he had withheld. The fi rst was a sharp note from Kaunitz, 
dated 6 January 1792, protesting the menacing declarations against the 
Eu ro pe an sovereigns that had been published in the French revolutionary 
newspapers and applauded in the Legislative Assembly and warning that if 
the French invaded the empire, Leopold would resist with all his forces. 
The second was DeLessart’s pacifi c reply to Kaunitz dated 21 January, in 
which he had reported that Kaunitz’s threatening tone had caused much 
consternation in Paris. Attempting to persuade Kaunitz that a military 
move against France would be inadvisable, DeLessart claimed that the 
Constitution of 1791 had become a kind of religion for most Frenchmen, 
who would defend it against any assault, and that the émigrés  had exagger-
ated French discontent, which was in reality, merely a “few soapbox ora-
tors and hack writers.” The saner part of the French nation, he asserted, 
desired peace. DeLessart’s indiscretion infuriated the deputies, who be-
lieved he had transgressed the limits of his offi ce by discussing the internal 
affairs of the nation with an enemy power and misrepresented the position 
of the Assembly’s majority.

The fi nal piece of correspondence DeLessart read to the Assembly, 
the second Kaunitz dispatch of 17 February, again produced a strong 
negative reaction. In it, Kaunitz had proclaimed that the Declarations of 
Padua and Pillnitz in July and August  were justifi ed because the king 
had been made a prisoner after Varennes, adding that the phrase “con-
cert of crowns” had been inserted in the fi rst dispatch to discourage 
further threats to the liberty, honor, and safety of the king and the royal 
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family. He claimed that the pernicious revolutionary doctrine of the 
French government was contagious and threatened all monarchs, and 
that France’s ills  were caused not by the émigrés  or Eu ro pe an powers but 
by republicans who, believing their cause would fail if domestic and for-
eign peace prevailed in France, encouraged internal dissension and de-
liberately provoked the Eu ro pe an powers to war. Until France returned 
to sanity, Kaunitz warned, Austria and Prus sia would continue to act as 
joint guardians of Eu ro pe an peace. As DeLessart read the note, mur-
murs of anger and outrage resounded throughout the hall. The deputies 
 were further provoked when the foreign minister disclosed a note from 
Count Goltz, the Prus sian ambassador in Paris, announcing that Freder-
ick William II fully supported the Austrian position.87 Further enfl am-
ing the situation, DeLessart the next eve ning told Blumendorf, the 
Austrian ambassador in Paris, that he very much approved of Kaunitz’s 
dispatch of 17 February.88

To many deputies, DeLessart’s report of 1 March conclusively proved 
rumors that the French court had conspired with Vienna and confi rmed 
the worst of what they had suspected and feared for months: that France 
was surrounded by sworn enemies and that offi cials at the highest levels in 
its government  were probably disloyal to the Revolution. In the Assembly 
that very eve ning, the Girondin deputy Rouyer took the fi rst step toward 
DeLessart’s impeachment, accusing the foreign minister of betraying the 
nation and registering his outrage “that a treacherous minister should 
come  here to show off his work and attribute it to a foreign power.” The 
deputies met Rouyer’s words with cheers and repeated applause and ap-
proved his motion for a report on the foreign minister’s treasonous conduct.

On 7 March at the Jacobin Club, the Girondin Sillery, recognizing that 
the incident could be useful in increasing the Assembly’s control over for-
eign affairs, blasted DeLessart’s asking for peace after having falsely an-
nounced to France’s enemies “that our army is undisciplined; that our 
fi nances are in the most alarming state; that we are being devastated by 
internal troubles.” “Surely,” he suggested, “we have no reason to doubt that 
the Assembly will scrutinize this guilty letter most carefully, and if minis-
terial responsibility is not a vain dream, does the Assembly not have the 
right to apply it for the fi rst time at this very moment?”89 Two days later, 
the Assembly decreed that thereafter the minister of foreign affairs must 
not only report on but send copies of all correspondence with foreign 
courts to the Diplomatic Committee.

While proceedings against DeLessart  were under way, the king consid-
ered dismissing Narbonne, even though the minister’s war policy had 
been successful in the Assembly. DeLessart and Bertrand de Moleville, 
minister of the navy and colonies and Louis’s chief adviser, had always 
opposed the  pro- war Narbonne’s appointment, and on 9 March they per-
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suaded the king to dismiss him because of his connections with the Giron-
dins. When the king did dismiss Narbonne, even the Feuillant deputy 
Dumont observed that “people  were surprised that the king should still 
venture upon infl icting this kind of disgrace,” and the deputies decreed 
that Narbonne “left the ministry of war with the regrets of the Assem-
bly.”90 Because of his ties with many camps, Narbonne’s ministry had of-
fered a gleam of hope for reconciling the many interests and factions in the 
government. By dismissing him, Louis lost the one minister who had done 
more than any other since the outbreak of the Revolution to make the 
king an accepted leader, and after 9 March the king was effectively cut off 
from any connection to the majority in the Legislative Assembly.91

Narbonne’s failure to maintain the support of the other ministers and 
the king ensured the fall of the entire Feuillant ministry. On 10 March, 
the king announced the appointment of Chevalier DeGrave to succeed 
Narbonne. In quick succession the deputies Ramond, Cambon, and Gi-
rardin attacked the remaining ministers, and Brissot followed with a for-
mal accusation against DeLessart. The Assembly overwhelmingly accepted 
Brissot’s articles of impeachment and summoned DeLessart before the 
national high court at Orléans. Bolstered by the majority opinion in the 
Assembly and confi dent of Dumouriez’s expertise in foreign affairs and 
military strategy, the Girondins’ move to take control of French foreign 
policy was accomplished on the same day when the deputies impeached 
DeLessart and replaced him with Dumouriez. The other ministers, also 
under attack, quickly resigned. The Girondins had effectively purged the 
entire ministry. The king had no choice but to name new ministers who 
had the confi dence of the  Girondin- dominated Assembly, granting de 
facto ministerial responsibility to the legislative branch. Thereafter the 
foreign minister would look to the Legislative Assembly, not the king, for 
approval of his foreign policy. And with the backing of the Girondins and 
his appointment as foreign minister, Dumouriez was now in position to 
implement his plans for Belgian liberation and in de pen dence.
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C h a p t e r  4

Revolution in the 
Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs,  March- June 
1792

The daring with which the Girondins impeached Foreign Minister De-
Lessart, and the approval with which it was met by the Pa ri sian sections 
and clubs, demonstrated to the king that he could protect his position and 
regain public confi dence only by collaborating with the powerful legisla-
tive faction. In addition to Dumouriez, the slate of new ministers immedi-
ately drawn up by the Girondins and recommended to the king on 12 
March retained the newly installed  Pierre- Marie DeGrave and added fellow 
Girondins  Etienne- Clément Lacoste, Etienne Clavière, Jean Marie Roland, 
and Pierre Duranthon. The Girondins willingly tolerated the appointment 
of DeGrave, whom the king had already named to replace the dismissed 
Narbonne as minister of war, until they had suffi cient reason to remove 
him. In the interim, DeGrave’s appointment served Dumouriez’s pur-
poses. Dumouriez, a  long- time friend, recognized that DeGrave’s inexpe-
rience, timidity, and poor health  ill- suited him for the rigors of his new 
post, as borne out by his deference to his more assertive and able col-
league.1 As Etienne Dumont observed, DeGrave “suffered himself to be 
governed by Dumouriez, while the latter was in the ministry; and from 
Dumouriez’s  well- known activities, which absorbed everything, the most 
fortunate circumstance that could occur to him was to be taken in tow by 
that minister.”2 Thus Dumouriez became in effect minister of war as well 
as minister of foreign affairs, further strengthening his position in the 
government.3

The Belgian Vonckists and Liégeois patriots exulted over the appoint-
ment of Dumouriez, their champion. Once minister, Dumouriez did not 
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disappoint them, immediately appointing the Vonckist van der Steene to 
advise the Diplomatic Committee as a representative of the Committee of 
United Belgians and Liégeois. The jubilant van der Steene wrote to Vonck 
of Dumouriez’s commitment to their cause:

On the subject of this minister, I can tell you that he is a loyal patriot and 
fully informed about all that happened  here during the [Belgian] Revolu-
tion, having been busy at the time trying to arrange a  union between the 
demo crats and the aristocrats. Since the latter tricked him, it is not only his 
principles but also a certain feeling of resentment that makes him favorably 
inclined towards the former. I can also tell you that his rank and occupa-
tion do not prevent him from regular attendance at the Jacobin Club, of 
which he is a member; moreover, he has not been one of the last to show his 
desire to declare war on Leopold’s successor. All of this revives us, and will 
doubtless inspire you with new courage.4

The Girondins  were also confi dent in their choice of Dumouriez as 
foreign minister, which in their view was the most important position in 
the new ministry. As Brissot told Etienne Dumont, “We must save the 
country, and we cannot overcome the Austrian Cabinet unless the minis-
ter of foreign affairs is a man on whom we can depend.”5 In announcing 
Dumouriez’s appointment in the 14 March edition of Patriote français,  the 
Girondin leader praised the general’s considerable intelligence, military 
talents, knowledge of foreign affairs, and support among all patriots. Re-
ferring to Dumouriez’s earlier proposals for overhauling the foreign minis-
try and diplomatic affairs, Brissot assured his readers that Dumouriez 
would replace the Machiavellian foreign policy of the old regime with a 
new diplomatic system based on the Principles of 1789.6 Other members 
of Brissot’s coterie echoed his sentiments. Dumont observed that Du-
mouriez’s enormous talents and energy made him a more able statesman 
than even Brissot, and the Girondin deputy Barbaroux characterized him 
as extremely capable and ambitious.7 Madame Roland described Du-
mouriez as diligent and brave, a good general who expressed himself with 
ease and “capable of great undertakings,” and with the experience and so-
phistication to deal with “the ministerial intrigues of a corrupt court.”8 
Dumouriez, acceptable to both the king and the Assembly, widely re-
spected, and experienced in the crucial areas of war and diplomacy, seemed 
to all an ideal choice to direct the foreign policy of France and wage war 
against the Austrian menace.9

In many respects the  Girondin- Dumouriez ministry of  March- June 
1792 was a unique experiment in parliamentary government. Its ostensible 
ac cep tance by the king (despite his ulterior motives) made cooperation 
between the legislative and executive branches possible for the fi rst time 
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since constitutional rule began in 1791. On 22 March, Louis grudgingly 
recognized the new principle of ministerial responsibility to the legislative 
branch when he told the Assembly that, although he preferred to appoint 
ministers who  were “commended by their high principles,” he realized that 
he must settle for men who refl ected the views of the dominant party.10 It 
was this institution of ministerial responsibility that enabled Dumouriez 
to become a predominant force in the French government. Lord Gower, 
writing to Lord Grenville, the British foreign secretary, observed that dur-
ing this period Dumouriez exercised the power of a prime minister and 
undoubtedly would have taken that title had it been provided in the con-
stitution.11

The new ministers’ recognition that they served with the support of the 
Assembly, particularly the Girondin faction, gave them a new confi dence 
and unity. Their adherence to the constitution was tempered by their de-
sire to “execute it with popularity” and to interpret it as best suited their 
purposes, one of which was to increase their infl uence.12 With Girondin 
support and the king’s apparent cooperation, the ministers did indeed gain 
considerable power, individually and collectively. Several observers, in-
cluding Madame Roland, confi rmed this ministerial solidarity.13 To en-
sure their mutual cooperation, Dumouriez recollected they met before 
each session of the king’s council:

At this period the six ministers lived together on friendly terms. They had 
agreed to dine with each other by turns, during the three days in every 
week when the council assembled, and to admit no other company. Each 
produced his dispatches, they talked over the business about to be submit-
ted to the king, and they discussed every article minutely, to prevent any 
disputes before him, and also to form one common opinion.14

Perhaps their intentions  were best expressed by Clavière in a letter to Ro-
land: “It is essential that we move together, and that we never show our-
selves divided on important matters.”15 This dedication to working as a 
single voice made it easier for Dumouriez to unite the full ministry in sup-
port of his foreign policy decisions.

During his ministry, Dumouriez would formulate and direct foreign 
policy according to his own goals, methods, and rationale. He immedi-
ately set out to implement his Belgian plan: to procure a declaration of war 
against Austria and launch a preventive strike into Belgium and Liège; to 
negotiate the neutrality of Britain, the United Provinces, and Prus sia, leav-
ing the Hapsburg regime isolated; and to send revolutionary agents into 
the Belgian provinces and Liège to or ga nize an insurrection against the 
Austrian regime. After the resulting defeat of the Austrian army and the 
overthrow of the regime, his agents and the  Belgian- Liégeois revolutionaries 
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would assume the responsibility for uniting the two territories, creating an 
in de pen dent Belgian Republic, demo cratically or ga nized and allied to 
France.

The Girondins and most of the deputies, unaware that the principal 
objective of Dumouriez’s foreign policy and military strategy was Belgian 
liberation and in de pen dence, accepted his plan as part of a crusade for 
universal liberation,. By framing his policies in ideological terms and as in 
France’s own interest, Dumouriez led the foreign ministry with the full 
confi dence and support of the Legislative Assembly and the Jacobins; nei-
ther Left nor Center opposition to his proposals appeared in the press or in 
the private correspondence of French policymakers.16

Dumouriez’s foreign policy was based on a new diplomatic system 
grounded in two strains of Enlightenment thought, one moderate, the 
other more radical. Moderates such as Voltaire and Montesquieu held that 
the progress of reason would make rulers aware of the natural laws of in-
ternational politics and that their mutual interests  were complementary 
rather than confl icting. Diplomacy would be frank and open, since ratio-
nal goals cannot be hidden, and wars would disappear. But more radical 
thinkers, such as Rousseau, Mercier de la Rivière, Condorcet, Le Trosne, 
and de Mably, believed that a monarch’s concerns are necessarily egotistic 
and irrational, making secret diplomacy, intrigue, and war inevitable 
within a system of monarchic states. Therefore, they concluded, foreign 
policy should be under national rather than dynastic control, as only then 
could reason eliminate international confl ict, initiating a “golden age” of 
international relations.

The Assembly’s growing disagreement with the king over foreign policy 
led the majority to shift to the radical Enlightenment view of international 
relations espoused by Dumouriez. In the proposals he had presented to the 
Paris Jacobin Club the previous April, he had called for a new foreign 
policy and diplomatic system that would embody revolutionary principles, 
arguing that they should be subordinated to those principles, as had other 
public institutions such as the church, the armed forces, and the govern-
ment’s fi nancial apparatus.17 Because the Revolution was founded on lib-
erty, equality, and individual dignity, it promised happiness and unlimited 
prosperity to future generations. All that remained was to recast the na-
tion’s position in international affairs.

To do that, Dumouriez declared, France must base its foreign policy on 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen and the decree of 
22 May 1790 renouncing all wars of aggression and conquest. According 
to Dumouriez, there  were only two justifi cations for warfare: to defend 
French frontiers, and “to repel oppression, tyranny, or the spirit of con-
quest of an ambitious nation ready to invade a weak nation that called for 
our help.” By following those principles, Dumouriez predicted, France 
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would fi ght only short wars that entailed no indemnities or territorial ac-
quisitions. Under this new system, reason, good faith, and strength would 
replace the Machiavellianism and artifi ce of ancien régime  diplomacy. By 
conducting open and honest negotiations with other nations, French dip-
lomats would dissipate doubts about the good faith of France’s interna-
tional politics.

Diplomacy, Dumouriez’s manifesto maintained, must no longer consist 
of the secret, willful acts of an arbitrary monarchy dependent on alliances 
and dynastic power politics. Alliances between nations presupposed a 
common enemy, and after the Revolution, France had no enemies except 
opponents of its constitution. Dumouriez predicted an eventual “golden 
age” in which all Eu ro pe ans would be free, all national interests would be 
compatible, and international politics would be concerned with treaties of 
commerce and friendship dictated by natural law. Just as the French con-
stitution had established civil equality in France, po liti cal equality among 
nations would surely follow.

Dumouriez, like the radical philosophes, was careful to distinguish be-
tween “the peoples,” who  were natural allies, and their despots, and he 
claimed that, despite France’s friendly declarations intended to inspire 
confi dence abroad, despotic rulers and aristocrats  were inciting all Eu rope 
against it. He argued that to counter their false claims would require a 
complete change in the personnel, methods, and goals of French diplo-
macy. Thus he proposed revolutionizing the diplomatic corps to accurately 
represent the revolutionary character of the government abroad by replac-
ing aristocratic ministers and ambassadors with diplomats chosen from 
the people to reassure the courts that, despite the claims of the émigrés,  the 
king had consented to the French constitution and was not a prisoner.

Anticipating that the greatest objection to this complete turnover in the 
diplomatic corps would be the new personnel’s inexperience, Dumouriez 
pointed out that under the old regime, men of high rank but little exper-
tise in international relations  were often promoted to ambassadorial posts 
over their more experienced and  well- educated secretaries. Many of these 
“agents of the second order,” he stated,  were qualifi ed for the highest posi-
tions, could represent France with skill and dignity, and by standing 
clearly for the interests of revolutionary France, would substitute truth and 
justice for the pretensions and vanity of ancien régime  diplomats. “It is ac-
cording to these principles, which are exactly analogous to our constitu-
tion, that we are drawing up a new plan or or ga ni za tion for the diplomatic 
corps, one which must contain dignity, simplicity, and economy.”

Finally, Dumouriez asserted, the minister of foreign affairs must be a 
man of recognized patriotism, “like the wife of Caesar.” There must be 
no doubt of his loyalty, integrity, strength, sense of justice, and knowl-
edge of men. His duty was to communicate all dispatches vital to the 
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national interest to the Diplomatic Committee, which would in turn in-
form the National Assembly, and failure to do so should be considered 
the crime of lèse- nation . Dumouriez concluded that if the conduct of for-
eign relations  were revolutionized in this manner, the foreign ministry 
would “regain the esteem and confi dence that it has lost, and when all 
Eu rope is persuaded of our justice and of our moderation, we will become 
the arbiters and pacifi ers of Eu rope.”

As foreign minister, Dumouriez now quickly implemented this reor ga-
ni za tion. To maintain tighter control of the foreign ministry, he replaced 
its two po liti cal bureaus with six bureaus subordinated to a  director- general 
and established a new administrative bureau, called the secretariat, di-
rectly responsible to him.18 He then purged the ministry at every level, re-
placing royalists with Jacobins he could trust to implement his Belgian 
plan. Evincing the primacy of that plan to his foreign policy, he chose men 
closely connected with the  Belgian- Liégeois revolutionary movement for 
the three most important positions in the ministry. As  director- general, 
his  second- in- command, he appointed his friend and ally  Bonne- Carrère. 
Since having been rejected by the  prince- bishop as French minister to 
Liège the previous year,  Bonne- Carrère had served as unoffi cial liaison 
between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the exiled Liégeois and Bel-
gian demo crats in Paris and Lille.19 The  next- highest post was given to 
Pierre LeBrun, to whom he had been introduced by  Bonne- Carrère the 
month before. Familiar with LeBrun through his infl uential newspaper, 
Dumouriez valued his knowledge of Eu ro pe an politics and his close ties 
with the  Belgian- Liégeois patriots and gave him responsibility for the for-
eign ministry’s offi cial correspondence with Belgium, Liège, Great Britain, 
the United Provinces, the Hanseatic towns, and the United States. The 
last of Dumouriez’s major appointments went to  Hugues- Bernard Maret, 
whom  Bonne- Carrère had introduced to the Belgian and Liégeois patriots 
in Paris the previous spring and who was now posted to Lille as the liaison 
between the ministry and the  Belgian- Liégeois patriots in France, Belgium, 
and Liège.20 The remaining positions in the ministry  were fi lled with loyal 
Jacobins known and trusted by Dumouriez,  Bonne- Carrère, or LeBrun. 
These appointees and their subordinates constituted the permanent staff 
of the ministry and ensured continuity in revolutionary foreign policy.

The new foreign minister’s revolutionizing of the diplomatic corps was 
as sweeping as that of the ministry. He retained only four ambassadors 
then in ser vice, and replaced the other fourteen with men loyal to him and 
the Revolution, many of them secretaries to ambassadors under the old 
regime. In his voluminous instructions to them, he stressed the impor-
tance of substituting republican sobriety and virtue for the traditional 
aristocratic style. He wrote to  Antoine- Bernard Caillard at Ratisbon that 
the new government must “adopt the diplomatic system that corresponds 
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to our Constitution and displays all the majesty of a free, just, and great 
nation.”21 He explained to Nicholas de Bays, secretary to the legation in 
Berlin, that “the po liti cal system that I adopted on entering the ministry is 
frank, honest, and constitutional” and asked  Jean- François de Bourgoing 
at Madrid to speak “the energetic and decisive language that befi ts the 
representative of a free and just people.”22 Similarly, Robert de Pons at Bonn 
and Noël- Gabriel Villars at Mainz  were advised “to sustain the dignity of 
the French name and to speak in the name of a free nation.”23

His instructions to the diplomats refl ected Dumouriez’s awareness of 
the duplicity and lack of credibility that hampered relations between revo-
lutionary France and the Eu ro pe an powers. To François Barthélémy in 
Switzerland, for instance, he wrote that “the negotiations of a free nation, 
in fact, affect general interests and are devoid of the petty passions and 
personal interests that govern the negotiations of despots.”24 He instructed 
Bays that “The ideas of liberty and constitution demand that the rule of 
secret politics and mysterious diplomacy be banished; and that is a prereq-
uisite for the dignity and strength of a free nation.”25 Caillard he urged to 
“communicate openly in order to avoid using the path of espionage, which 
does not suit the minister of a sincere and free nation.”26 To  Audibert- Caille, 
chargé d’affaires in Turin, he announced that France had adopted an open 
policy of conciliation and good will and wished to avoid any breaks with 
the Eu ro pe ans.27

Some French diplomats, eager to prove their republicanism, appear to 
have taken Dumouriez’s advice too much to heart, jeopardizing negotia-
tions. François Bernard Chauvelin, offi cial minister plenipotentiary to 
Great Britain, developed such a pronounced sense of his republican dignity 
that British aristocrats considered him rude. His manner was so distasteful 
that he was unable to maintain even moderately civil relations with the 
British foreign secretary, Lord Grenville.28 The French ambassador at The 
Hague, Emmanuel de Maulde, behaved in a similar fashion, his diplo-
matic style à la républicaine  creating such a scandal that the British ambas-
sador, Lord Auckland, placed him in diplomatic quarantine.29

With his reor ga ni za tion of the foreign ministry and the diplomatic 
corps underway, Dumouriez quickly moved all three fronts of his Belgian 
strategy. The fi rst was to press for an immediate declaration of war on 
Austria for the purpose of invading the Belgian provinces and Liège. 
Within a week of his appointment, Dumouriez reported to the Diplomatic 
Committee that Belgium and Liège had been transformed into “a formi-
dable military state” by Austria’s continued troop reinforcements there, 
which Leopold claimed necessary to contain pop u lar unrest,30 Reminding 
the Committee that France had never agreed to the Hapsburg reconquest, 
he argued that France should now demand that Francis II, who had suc-
ceeded Leopold on 1 March, “pay attention to the legitimate protests of 
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the Belgians, give them back their former rights, and not make use of the 
legitimate re sis tance of these people in order to assemble formidable armies 
within reach of our frontiers.” To back up these demands, France should 
advise the new emperor that if he did not recall most of his troops without 
delay and discontinue further military preparations, French armies would 
march into Belgium and Liège. If a co ali tion existed to invade and dis-
member France, he argued, “then it is better to forestall them than to 
await them.” The Committee members  were won over by Dumouriez’s 
arguments. Knowing that Francis II would never agree to demilitarize 
Belgium and Liège, they concluded that war with Austria was inevitable.

On 22 March, only ten days after his appointment, Dumouriez pre-
sented the council of ministers with a detailed strategic plan for a preemp-
tive war in Belgium and Liège.31 On France’s northern frontier, Dumouriez 
retained the three armies that Narbonne had created in December 1792: 
the Army of the North under Marshal Rochambeau, the Army of the 
Rhine under Marshal Luckner, and the Army of the Center under General 
Lafayette. In the south Dumouriez established a fourth  army—the Army 
of the  Midi—under the command of General Montesquiou to defend the 
southern French borders and, if necessary, invade Savoy to destroy their 
arsenal. Once war was declared, according to Dumouriez’s plan, the 
Armies of the North and Center would attack Belgium and Liège, while 
the Armies of the Rhine and the Midi would remain on the defensive. If 
French forces accomplished their mission in Savoy, he would transfer 
thirty battalions from the Midi to the north to reinforce the French forces 
invading Belgium and Liège. He assured the ministers that a French inva-
sion would spark a general  Belgian- Liégeois revolution:

As soon as the French army enters the Belgian provinces, it will be helped 
by the people, who are ashamed of their own futile revolutionary efforts of 
[1789–1790]. They will join forces with our troops and will easily drive the 
dispersed hordes of Austrian mercenaries from their towns or scatter them. 
Paris will be defended on the banks of the Meuse. For the Country of 
Liege, the one most worthy of freedom of all those who have raised its fl ag, 
our negotiators will depart to dictate a wise peace, which we will under no 
circumstances spoil by the spirit of conquest.

So certain was he of the revolutionary ardor of the Belgians and Liégeois that 
he promised that the French strike could be achieved in “one quick march.”

Reporting to the Diplomatic Committee the same day, Dumouriez, in 
an argument clearly intended to address the severe fi nancial problems and 
related domestic unrest facing the government, asserted that France would 
be able to use the resources of the Belgian provinces to help them win a 
war against Austria. For years, he pointed out, the Belgians and Liégeois 
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had been providing the Austrian emperors with military reservists; by sup-
porting their revolutionary ambitions, France would not only gain their 
allegiance but deprive the emperor of his best means of waging a successful 
war against France.32 Thus Dumouriez’s public argument for his preemp-
tive war strategy was not  Belgian- Liégeois liberation for its own sake. 
Rather it was that Austria, as leader of the “concert of crowns,” had milita-
rized Belgium and Liège as part of the counterrevolutionary plan to invade 
neighboring France and restore Louis XVI to absolute power.

The new foreign minister also undertook a diplomatic offensive to pre-
pare for war. On 19 March, through Noailles, the French Ambassador in 
Vienna, he sent Austrian Chancellor Kaunitz an ultimatum: Paris would 
break off negotiations with Vienna if the Austrian government did not 
agree to withdraw a sizeable number of troops from the Belgian provinces 
by 15 April.33 When Dumouriez had received no response from Kaunitz 
by 11 April, he met with the other ministers to argue for an immediate 
invasion of Belgium and Liège, declaring that “everything seems to pre-
pare for war; it even seems as though absolutely nothing could prevent 
it.”34 Given France’s precarious position, he insisted, Austria must be de-
feated quickly. Dumouriez estimated that if they delayed, the Austrian 
 army—already 120,000  strong—would be supplemented by at least 60,000 
Prus sians and Serbs and approximately as many French émigrés.  France 
must not give the enemy time to concentrate on its borders nor wait to 
be attacked; the Belgian strategy must be carried out before the enemy 
became too powerful. After Dumouriez explained his military plans to the 
other ministers and left the room, according to Dumont,

Dumouriez was gone, but the table was covered with maps of the Austrian 
Netherlands, the Low Countries. Dumouriez had explained to the oth-
ers . . .  his campaign plan. They looked serious and embarrassed. DeGrave 
had a personal dread of the responsibility, and Roland and Clavière  were 
neither of them warriors. . . .  Brissot was radiant with joy, and said that war 
alone, by showing who  were the friends and who  were the enemies of the 
constitution, could place liberty on a sure foundation. DeGrave anticipated 
danger from the army; he feared the desertion of the superior offi cers, for 
most of the military men of any talent had already emigrated. Neither, 
however, dared oppose Dumouriez, who by the ascendancy of his energetic 
mind, obtained all he wished. He saw resources for carry ing on the war in 
the Low Countries, and represented, in the strongest light, the necessity of 
counteracting the plans of the  House of Austria and the other sovereigns of 
Eu rope, before they had time to concert the means of carry ing them into 
execution.35

Thus he obtained the support of the full ministry for his war plans, which 
 were submitted to the deputies and the king for their approval.
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On 20 April, Dumouriez achieved his ardently  sought- after declaration 
of war when the king read Dumouriez’s report to the Legislative Assembly 
and proposed a declaration of war against the “king of Hungary and Bo-
hemia.” The Assembly ratifi ed the proposal overwhelmingly with only 
seven deputies, all Feuillants, dissenting. Mathieu Dumas alone of the dis-
senters publicly warned against the Belgian strategy. While sharing in the 
consensus that a preemptive war was inevitable, Dumas favored the earlier 
war plans of Narbonne, arguing that France should instead have declared 
war on the German electors. He warned that the French invasion of Bel-
gium and Liège would be a grave mistake because it risked provoking a 
 full- scale war when a limited war in the Rhineland would have been fea-
sible:

The po liti cal crime is to have ignored this reality, despite full knowledge of 
the facts, in order to cling to the fanciful vision of the sudden invasion of 
Belgium. . . .  The Belgian strategy is without even a probable excuse. Never 
did the frenzy of party spirit produce such a blindness; politics does not 
excuse it, and philosophy, humanity, and true love of liberty all condemn 
this plan of revolt, announced without shame, prepared by odious means, 
the immorality and dishonor of which ought, in the eyes of posterity, to be 
associated only with the names of those who conceived it.36

Unaware that Dumouriez himself was the impetus behind the Belgian 
strategy, Dumas accused the Girondins in the Assembly of masterminding 
the declaration of war and the preemptive strike to defeat Austria. The 
deputies ignored his warning.

The Legislative Assembly based its almost unanimous decision for war 
on the military threat facing the revolutionary government and a percep-
tion that war was part of a larger ideological struggle. Having gained as-
cendancy in the Assembly, the Girondins had surrendered the foreign 
policy prerogative to Dumouriez, accepting his leadership and war plans 
to ensure their predominance in the government. Dumouriez had con-
vinced the policymakers that his preemptive strategy was the best means 
of winning that war and in the best interest of France.37 This strategy, 
essential to Dumouriez’s Belgian plan, suited the Assembly’s fear of encir-
clement and the militarization of Belgium as well as the Girondin justifi -
cation of the war as part of a crusade for Eu ro pe an liberation.

The second front of Dumouriez’s Belgian strategy was a diplomatic ef-
fort to isolate Austria and to gain the neutrality, if not the alliance, of the 
major Eu ro pe an powers. As he relentlessly pursued a declaration of war on 
Austria, Dumouriez also sought to divert the concert of crowns from pro-
viding crucial support to the emperor by obtaining British and Dutch 
neutrality and detaching Prus sia from its Austrian alliance. The Belgian 
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plan would not succeed if Britain and its closest ally, the United Provinces, 
joined the co ali tion against France. He also sought the neutrality of the 
imperial princes of the empire, the Kingdom of  Piedmont- Sardinia, Spain, 
and the Swiss Confederation. This strategy was based on the earlier plan 
he had conceived to preserve the in de pen dence of Belgium and Liège after 
the Reichenbach Conference in 1790.38

In early 1792,  then- Minister of War Narbonne had pursued a similar 
diplomacy with Prus sia and Great Britain, but DeLessart had sabotaged 
the mission to obtain Prus sia’s neutrality. Yet Narbonne had met with 
more success in London. On 10 March, Talleyrand, his unoffi cial envoy to 
the Court of St. James, had returned to Paris encouraged by private assur-
ances of British neutrality and hopeful of a  Franco- British alliance.39 Nev-
ertheless, when Dumouriez became foreign minister in March of 1792, it 
was not Austria but France itself that was diplomatically isolated and 
French foreign policy was at a standstill.40

In his fi rst two months in offi ce, Dumouriez accomplished many of his 
objectives on this front. He obtained unoffi cial assurances of neutrality 
from Great Britain, the United Provinces, the empire, Spain, and the 
Swiss Confederation, although the British and Dutch left their ultimate 
intentions unclear. He failed to detach Prus sia from its Austrian alliance 
but remained hopeful that eventually Prus sian  neutrality—and perhaps 
a  Franco- Prus sian  alliance—could be negotiated. Although Piedmont- 
Sardinian belligerence posed a threat to a successful Belgian invasion, 
Dumouriez’s strategy had anticipated this contingency.

The third front of Dumouriez’s Belgian plan had begun with prepara-
tions for the anticipated insurrection of Belgian and Liégeois patriots.41 
Under his orders, LeBrun, Maret, and  Bonne- Carrère coordinated the 
efforts of secret agents and the Belgian and Liégeois patriots to foment 
revolution against Austria and to aid the French army. In a later report to 
the War Committee of the National Convention, LeBrun described the 
activity and collaboration on this front:

The moment that war was declared on the  House of Austria, Belgian and 
Liégeois patriots who had formed the generous plan of making their coun-
try free planted on our northern frontier a fl ag around which they invited 
the Belgian and Liégeois people (those of their compatriots whose hearts 
had remained republican and free) to come and unite to fi ght the enemies 
of the Belgians, the Liégeois, and the French. The minister of foreign af-
fairs, Dumouriez, supported and sponsored the Belgian and Liégeois refu-
gees’ plans and promised and gave them help.42

By  mid- April, anticipating that a French declaration of war on Austria 
was imminent, they covertly planned to send secret agents into the 
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Austrian- controlled Belgian provinces and Liège to or ga nize revolution-
ary parties for insurrection.43 Their intelligence sources persuaded Du-
mouriez that, if suitably or ga nized and directed, the patriots would 
revolt against the Hapsburg regime once the French armies crossed the 
Franco- Belgian frontier.44 To lead this effort, Dumouriez had named 
LeBrun the  Paris- based coordinator of  Belgian- Liégeois operations and 
Maret the principal liaison to the revolutionaries inside Belgium and 
Liège.45 Their primary mission was to coordinate the efforts of the 
Belgian- Liégeois forces at Lille in northern France with the invading 
French army and to foster conditions for a second revolution within the 
occupied territories.

Among Maret’s chief responsibilities was uniting the revolutionary par-
ties in Belgium and Liège. Assisted by Jean Ruelle, the newly appointed 
French chargé d’affaires in Brussels, Maret contacted the leaders of the 
major revolutionary parties in preparation for the approaching invasion 
and convinced members of the Belgian Estates to refuse approval of the 
annual subsidy of 70 million fl orins due to the imperial government.46 
Dumouriez used this agreement as another justifi cation for an immediate 
invasion, telling the Council, “Any delay, under any pretext whatsoever, in 
the invasion plan would give the Austrians money to make war on us, 
would compromise people who have put their trust in us, would deprive us 
of the resource of much cash which we are short of, and would reduce us 
to a defensive position which would be morally and physically much more 
dangerous at the beginning of this war.” 47

After the French declaration of war, Maret redoubled efforts to foment 
the insurrection.48 Another of Maret’s major responsibilities as chief of the 
Belgian agents was the or ga ni za tion, recruitment, and funding of the 
 Belgian- Liégeois legions in Lille.49 A new republic, Dumouriez argued, 
must act quickly to or ga nize a strong military to preserve its in de pen dence 
against Eu ro pe an powers hostile to republicanism.50 Dumouriez sent Wal-
ckiers and Smits to Givet to help Maret form a recruitment committee.51 
Dumouriez initially fi nanced the legions from secret discretionary funds 
placed at his disposal by the Legislative Assembly on 26 April.52 In May, 
Maret was elected president of the Committee of United Belgians and 
Liégeois at Lille, and he and Vonck concluded an agreement that the 
French government would arm and equip two legions that would tempo-
rarily become part of the French army and then be turned over to the 
revolutionary authority following the defeat of the Austrian army.53 Maret 
also served as liaison between the French armies and the  Belgian- Liégeois 
revolutionaries, explaining the foreign minister’s military strategy to the 
revolutionaries and informing the generals of the revolutionaries’ activities 
so as to coordinate the French invasion and the anticipated revolution. 
Maret worked tirelessly for the  Belgian- Liégeois cause, requesting fi nan-
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cial support, arms, and supplies from Dumouriez and giving assurances 
that his efforts  were succeeding.54

Despite Dumouriez’s call for openness and honesty in French foreign 
policy, the exigencies of war required him to establish a network of in-
trigue, propaganda, and espionage to defeat the ancien régime  powers. 
Among Dumouriez’s secret agents working in Belgium and Liège was 
 Charles- Marie Fortair, whose mission, with Maret, was to unite all the 
Belgian patriot parties: “Let there be neither Vonckists nor Vandernootists 
nor federationists anymore; let them all be solid patriots and friends of 
liberty.”55 Recognizing that driving out the Austrian regime would be for 
naught if the divided Belgian parties did not unite to bring about their 
common goal, Dumouriez’s instructions emphasized that all agents must 
“learn to apply the lessons of the past to the  future—this is what you must 
keep repeating to the Belgians.” Another valuable secret agent was Fran-
çois Deshacquets, secretary to the French legation at Brussels until Du-
mouriez replaced him with Ruelle on 12 April 1792. Deshacquets’s 
discharge was made to appear as a dismissal to allow him to remain in 
Brussels as an undercover agent, posing as an embittered exiled French 
bureaucrat. In this capacity, he gathered important information without 
attracting the attention of the Austrian police. Louis Nicolas Sta, procureur-
 syndic of Lille, played an important part in inspiring revolutionary ardor 
among the Belgians. An ardent demo crat and found er of the Jacobin Club 
at Lille, Sta was a close confi dant of Vonck and well acquainted with Bel-
gian customs and politics. His major contribution to the Belgian cause 
was the printing and distributing of demo cratic propaganda throughout 
Belgium and Liège, including thousands of copies of LeBrun’s Manifesto of 
the United Belgians and Liégeois  to the Belgians.”56

Dumouriez now appeared to have in position all the necessary elements 
for the successful execution of his Belgian plan. With the approval of the 
king and Assembly, he promptly ordered an immediate strike. Speed was 
essential, as the plan’s success depended on a decisive victory over the Aus-
trian army within fi fteen days. General Lafayette and Marshals Luckner 
and Rochambeau and their troops  were mobilized on the northern fron-
tier, from Dunkirk to Strasbourg, with a combined force of 164,000 
troops.57 Lafayette’s Army of the Center would launch the major thrust of 
the invasion, marching from Givet to Namur and then seizing Liège. 
Rochambeau’s Army of the North would make two simultaneous advances: 
the fi rst, under General Biron, advancing to Quiévrain with Brussels as its 
fi nal objective; the second, under Maréchal de Camp  Theobald Dillon, 
marching on Tournai as a decoy.58 These movements would provide the 
basic support for Lafayette’s assault on Liège.

Unknown to Dumouriez, however, the royalist sympathies of both 
Lafayette and Rochambeau made them extremely reluctant to implement 



76 F o r e i g n  P o l i c y  a n d  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n

this strategy. Loyal to Narbonne’s limited Rhineland strategy, they  were 
not convinced that an invasion of Belgium and Liège would prompt a 
revolution. They also doubted the success of an invasion because of the 
poor condition of their armies. The armies and troops lacked essential 
equipment, the aristocratic offi cers and their men distrusted one another, 
and many of the soldiers  were untrained volunteers.59 Also threatening the 
success of Dumouriez’s strategy was the continuing clandestine power 
struggle between the crown and the revolutionary government. As soon as 
the Legislative Assembly had declared war, the king had insisted that Du-
mouriez meet privately to reassure Marie Antoinette of his loyalty to the 
monarchy and the constitution. At that meeting Dumouriez described the 
strategy that he had presented to the other ministers, who still served at 
the king’s discretion.60 With the king’s support, the queen began secretly 
passing this and later French war plans to the Austrian minister at Brus-
sels, the Count  Mercy- Argenteau, and to Count Axel von Fersen, a Swed-
ish offi cer attached to the embassy in Paris and the queen’s admirer.61

Despite the generals’ misgivings, on 28 April the French armies fol-
lowed orders and invaded Belgium. The strike proved a disaster. A false 
warning of a sudden Austrian attack caused Biron’s troops to panic, fl ee-
ing in confusion to Valenciennes. Dillon’s troops marched from Lille to 
Tournai, but when an Austrian army was sighted near Marquain, Dillon, 
in full view of the advancing enemy, gave the order to retreat. As terror 
overcame his men, what began as an orderly retreat became a rout back to 
Lille; when Dillon attempted to rally his soldiers, they murdered him. The 
failure of both offensives under his command led Marshal Rochambeau to 
resign. Meanwhile, Lafayette had marched toward Namur accompanied 
by a Liégeois legion and three members of the Committee of United Bel-
gians and Liégeois.62 On 30 April, he learned of the reverses at Quiévrain 
and Marquain and of the resignation of Rochambeau and, on the pretext 
of awaiting new orders from Paris, immediately suspended his attack on 
Liège. The Committee members later claimed that with Lafayette’s su-
perior forces, the French could have taken Namur easily and triggered 
the anticipated Liégeois insurrection and general revolution throughout 
Belgium.63

In Paris, the humiliating defeat of the armies was a staggering blow to 
the Legislative Assembly. No one blamed Dumouriez directly, even though 
he had planned and implemented the Belgian strategy. Rather, the Giron-
dins became the scapegoats for the reverses, both in the Assembly and at 
the Jacobin Club.64 On the night of 30 April Robespierre, struggling to 
gain the fl oor at the Jacobins, launched a furious attack on Girondin lead-
ers and their policies, charging that the Jacobin Club had become the in-
nocent “instrument of a cabal.”65 Continuing his attack the following day, 
Robespierre accused the ministry of treason and criticized the Girondins 
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for insisting on declaring war unprepared and for leaving nobles in com-
mand of the armies.66

The unsuccessful prosecution of the war also renewed the Robespierrist 
attack on the royal couple’s collusion with the enemy. In desperation, the 
Girondins, with their positions of power at stake, turned on the crown as 
well, accusing the king and court of treason. They claimed that a mysteri-
ous Austrian counterrevolutionary committee, centered around the queen 
and composed of Montmorin and the Feuillants, was responsible for the 
defeats.67 On 15 May, Isnard opened the Girondin salvo in the Assembly. 
Analyzing the cause of the “evils” that threatened France, he declared that 
the enemies of the government  were to be found at court, that Louis fa-
vored the aristocracy to regain absolute power, and that he allowed “a secret 
committee to function that, without consulting him, is working without 
respite to bring about the success of a counterrevolutionary plan.” Isnard 
further accused the court of attempting “to destroy the Constitution by 
following the Constitution,” bringing about fi nancial ruin by inciting an 
expansion of the war, promoting animosity between the Assembly’s par-
ties, and sowing seeds of anarchy throughout France.

The accusations  were true. Since July 1789, Louis and the queen had 
maintained opposite public and private positions concerning the French 
Revolution. When the National Assembly had demanded that Louis ac-
cept the Constitution of 1791, he had publicly pledged his support while 
privately seeking to overthrow the government it prescribed. His consider-
able fi nancial support of the émigrés,  his secret memorandum of 20 Janu-
ary 1790 encouraging his brothers to continue their oppositionist policies, 
his authorization in June 1791 of Artois and Provence to act in his name at 
the foreign courts, and his fl ight to Varennes all confi rmed his determina-
tion to destroy the Revolution with the help of other Eu ro pe an monarchs. 
After the April defeats of the French army, the royal family, alarmed by 
the insurrectionary temper in Paris, had grown increasingly anxious about 
the king’s position in the government and their safety, leading to their fi -
nal and fatal betrayal of the revolutionary government. In a series of sug-
gestions sent to  Mercy- Argenteau in Brussels, the queen proposed the idea 
of an  Austro- Prus sian manifesto to the French government that would 
demand the safety of the royal family.68 The king then sent Jacques Mallet 
du Pan, a Swiss royalist and editor of the Mercure de France, on a secret 
mission to the allies to propose that the proposed declaration be published 
by the Duke of Brunswick,  commander- in- chief of the invading armies. 
Although the resulting manifesto would not be made public until 25 July, 
it left no doubt that the king was directly allied with the Eu ro pe an coun-
terrevolution.69

Not to be deterred, on the fi rst week of June Dumouriez ordered a sec-
ond invasion of the Belgian provinces.70 This time, however, not only 
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General Lafayette but Minister of War DeGrave opposed his plans. When 
Marshal Rochambeau resigned, Lafayette had asked to be appointed com-
mander of the Army of the North, but Dumouriez, angered by his refusal 
to attack Liège in the fi rst invasion, instead appointed Marshal Luckner, 
who on 3 May had written to the foreign minister to pledge his support.71 
This rejection so offended Lafayette that he now openly opposed the Bel-
gian strategy.72 In correspondence with Lafayette, Minister of War De-
Grave also expressed reservations about Dumouriez’s plan, maintaining 
that the Belgians and Liégeois  were unlikely to revolt.73 Aware of these 
misgivings, Dumouriez persuaded DeGrave to resign, and on 9 May the 
Girondins announced the appointment of one of their own, Joseph Ser-
van, as minister of war. Servan then directed the army commanders to 
proceed with the second invasion.74

Lafayette, observing with growing bitterness the increased infl uence of 
the radical Jacobins in the Assembly, opposed Servan’s replacement of De-
Grave. While Dumouriez was urging him to launch a second offensive 
into Liège, Lafayette feared that the growing public outcry against the 
king for the defeat of the French troops would lead to an armed insurrec-
tion of Pa ri sians that would end the constitutional monarchy and what-
ever public order remained. On 16 May, these fears led Lafayette to send 
an emissary, the  ex- Jesuit Lambinet, to  Mercy- Argenteau at Brussels, pro-
posing a truce so that he, with the support of the French generals in the 
fi eld, could march on Paris, suppress the Jacobin Left, and strengthen the 
king’s position by adding an aristocratic upper  house to the Legislative 
Assembly.75

Meanwhile, Luckner, the new commander of the Army of the North, 
had changed his mind and decided unilaterally to oppose Dumouriez’s 
war strategy. Arriving at Valenciennes on 15 May, he called Rochambeau 
and Lafayette to a council of war in which he bitterly reproached the king 
for declaring war with an unprepared army.76 The three generals secretly 
agreed to oppose Dumouriez’s offensive war plan by waiting until they 
could be certain where the enemy would strike and then developing an 
appropriate defensive strategy. Luckner’s proposed stalling tactic was to 
shift the Army of the North to the western  Franco- Belgian frontier be-
tween the Lys River and the sea and attack the Austrian army by advanc-
ing from west to east, from Courtrai to Ghent to Brussels, while Lafayette’s 
Army of the Center advanced from Maubeuge to Mons.77 Writing to Du-
mouriez from Valenciennes on 26 May, Luckner concealed these inten-
tions, instead complaining that morale was low after the disasters at 
Quivrain and Marquain and that he lacked offi cers, equipment, and pro-
visions. He requested more time and means to wage a successful war.78

On 17 May, however, the Jacobin Chépy, temporarily assigned as com-
missioner of war to the Army of the North, warned Brissot of Lafayette’s 
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intention to defy Dumouriez, “on whom depends the safety of the state.”79 
According to Chépy, Lafayette “slanders the plans of the Belgian and Lié-
geois people; he lied despite the evidence and despite his heart. What is the 
secret of this behavior? It is as follows: Lafayette knows quite well that the 
offensive war, by overthrowing the  House of Austria, would prepare the way 
for the emancipation of Eu rope, and by ensuring the in de pen dence of the 
Liégeois and the Belgians, would encircle France with a girdle of Republi-
canism.” Calling the general a traitor who would turn his army on the 
Jacobins and on the Assembly if they did not acquiesce to his dictatorship, 
Chépy advised Dumouriez to immediately dismiss Lafayette and “carry on, 
at what ever cost” with the Liégeois and Belgian Revolutions.

Dumouriez, angrily declaring that he would not be relegated to the 
position of premier commis, promptly ordered Luckner and Lafayette to 
combine forces and launch a second invasion as soon as possible.80 What-
ever the condition of their troops, he assured them, a Belgian and Liégeois 
insurrection would take place as soon as their armies crossed the frontier 
and would allow them to defeat the Austrian army within fi fteen days. He 
stressed the importance of timing, arguing that in another month the 
Prus sian army would join the Austrians in the Belgian provinces, and in 
that event, no offensive strategy would succeed; perhaps even a defensive 
one would fail. Lafayette, stalling to continue his secret negotiations with 
the Austrians, responded to Dumouriez on 29 May that his army was so 
poorly equipped that he could not immediately execute the Belgian strat-
egy and that he and Luckner had discovered that “an inexplicable indiscre-
tion had up till then been revealing the foreign minister’s plans to his 
enemies.” For these reasons, they claimed, a French defensive position 
would be a more practical option.81 On 7 June, Luckner sounded a similar 
note, writing to Servan that he intended to wait “in the camp” until his 
army was suffi ciently supplied and reinforced.82 But in response to the 
generals’ earlier complaints about insuffi cient resources, the minister of 
war had been working tirelessly to reinforce their armies and had ordered 
the frontier fortresses strengthened with 15,000 national guardsmen.83 
The armies had in fact been considerably strengthened, leading General 
Biron to praise Servan for those effective mea sures.84

Luckner, in an attempt to go over Dumouriez’s head, had also written 
to the king and the council of ministers requesting new orders, and on 7 
June he received a curt history lesson from Servan, reminding the general 
how  thirty- fi ve years earlier Marshal de Saxe had managed under similar 
conditions to defeat the British, Austrians, Dutch, Bavarians, Hessians, 
and Hannoverians and conquer “the same country which has today be-
come the theater of war.”85 Two days later, on 9 June, the minister of war 
sent new orders to Luckner, again demanding that the commanders exe-
cute the Belgian strategy.86
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Dumouriez, incredulous that the commanders had neither opened hos-
tilities nor given any indication of their intention to do so, resolved to leave 
Paris to inspect the armies on the  Franco- Belgian frontier and to spur 
them to action.87 Although he had risen to the most powerful position in 
the revolutionary government and succeeded in securing a French declara-
tion of war, his Belgian plan could not succeed without the cooperation of 
his generals. Having done all that he could to advance his cause as foreign 
minister, he would now have to fi nd another way to command the prose-
cution of the war.



C h a p t e r  5

Consolidating 
Control of the 
Belgian Plan, 
May- August 1792

In late May, the military reverses on the frontier, threat of an enemy inva-
sion, and fear of civil war prompted the Girondins to call for decisive ac-
tion against all traitors, hoping thereby to revive their declining po liti cal 
fortunes. The very real dangers facing the revolutionary state led to a tem-
porary truce between the Robespierrists and the Girondins, and the depu-
ties quickly passed three defense decrees: one against the refractory clergy, 
a second disbanding the king’s Constitutional Guard, and a third creating 
an armed camp of national guardsmen near Paris.

The fi rst of these, the decree of 27 May, was intended to weaken or im-
mobilize the counterrevolutionary movement inside France by ordering the 
deportation of refractory priests who refused to take the oath to the nation. 
The king, who continued to resist all such efforts as a matter of conscience, 
immediately vetoed the decree. Not to be deterred, over the next few days 
the Assembly passed the second Girondin proposal, abolishing the king’s 
Constitutional Guard and impeaching its commander, Col o nel Brissac, on 
the grounds that the guard was a counterrevolutionary force. The king op-
posed this mea sure to disarm him, but sanctioned it on 31 May at the urging 
of several of his ministers, hoping that abandoning his guards would reduce 
suspicion of him and make his veto of the decree against the refractory 
priests easier for the Assembly to accept.1

The third Girondin decree, proposed on 4 June by Minister of War 
Servan, summoned the National Guard, the fédérés,  to Paris to protect the 
capital against an invasion and provide reserves for the armies on the fron-
tier. The decree was also meant to reassure the frightened Pa ri sians and 
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thereby reduce the likelihood that they would resort to violence or insur-
rection to combat the counterrevolution. Servan had obtained the ap-
proval of Roland and Clavière before presenting it to the Assembly, though 
not of the other ministers or the king. Although the Assembly passed it on 
8 June, the Robespierrists  were reluctant to place such a weapon in the 
hands of their opponents, claiming that the new force might become “a 
blind instrument of a Caesar or a Sulla.”2 Even some of the Girondins op-
posed these decrees as  over- reaching, leading to a split in the ministry be-
tween Roland, Servan, and Clavière, who supported all the decrees, and 
Duranthon and Lacoste, who supported none of them. Dumouriez, who 
favored the fi rst and third of these decrees but, wishing to keep the sup-
port of both the court and the Assembly in pursuit of his own policies, 
opposed the second, and thus stood apart from either of the two ministe-
rial factions. The king, fearing an infl ux of armed citizens into Paris, ve-
toed the third decree as well.

In response to the vetoes, Roland presented a letter of protest to the 
king, instructing him to sanction the decrees.3 When the king did not re-
spond, Roland read the letter aloud in the Council of State, an extreme 
action because its preemptory tone was offensive to the king. During the 
reading of the letter, according to Dumouriez’s memoirs, “The king lis-
tened with admirable patience, and contented himself with observing, 
‘Monsieur Roland, three days ago you sent me this letter; so it was useless 
to read it in Council, inasmuch as it ought to have remained a secret be-
tween us two.’ ”4 Louis, irritated and humiliated, privately called on Du-
mouriez for advice on how to respond.. Dumouriez, expressing ministerial 
unity, suggested that the king dismiss the entire ministry, but Louis XVI 
wished to retain those ministers who offered any support for his positions, 
Dumouriez, Lacoste, and Duranthon.. Later that day, 13 June, the king 
dismissed Roland, Servan, and Clavière and persuaded Dumouriez to re-
place Servan as minister of war.

Dumouriez agreed, confi dent that  Bonne- Carrère and LeBrun would 
continue his policies in the foreign ministry and that as minister of war he 
could advance the prosecution of the war and ensure the success of his 
Belgian strategy.5 Doing so, however, placed Dumouriez in an impossible 
situation, as his ac cep tance implied that he had the king’s confi dence and 
approved of the king’s dismissal of the other Girondin ministers. These 
dismissals outraged the deputies and destroyed all possibility of reestab-
lishing constitutional relations between the king and the Legislative As-
sembly. In support of Roland, Servan, and Clavière, the Assembly decreed 
that the  ex- ministers  were leaving their posts “with the esteem and regret 
of the nation.” The Girondins, moreover, broke with Dumouriez as well as 
the king, and Brissot began attacking him in the Patriote français  as “the 
vilest of intriguers.”6
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But Dumouriez, confi dent that he could make sweeping improvements 
in the ministry of war that would benefi t the war effort, immediately pre-
sented his report charging fraud and disor ga ni za tion in the ministry’s sup-
ply section and giving a dismal account of the state of France’s frontier 
fortifi cations, attributing all these previously undisclosed shortcomings to 
his pre de ces sors in the war  ministry—Narbonne, De Grave, and Servan. 
Given Servan’s popularity and the deputies’ sudden suspicion of Du-
mouriez, his speech destroyed any credibility he had left with the Assem-
bly, and the radicals proceeded to attack him on the fl oor.7 Lacuée, a 
member of the Military Committee and a confi dant of Servan, found it 
astonishing that Dumouriez, having urged the declaration of war, now 
should report to the Assembly that France was severely handicapped in 
waging it. Guadet asked how Dumouriez, having obtained the dismissal 
of the “patriotic ministers,” could presume to lecture the Assembly. The 
deputy Paganel charged that Dumouriez must have known France was 
unprepared and was therefore either a slanderer or a traitor. The Assembly 
ended the discussion by requiring that the minister substantiate his report 
within  twenty- four hours. Brissot took this opportunity to again attack 
both Dumouriez and  Bonne- Carrère in the Patriote français,  which was 
echoed the following day in the Révolutions de Paris .8

Dumouriez was greatly disturbed by the king’s intransigence, his breach 
with the Girondins, and the army’s reverses in the Belgian provinces, all of 
which threatened the success of his Belgian plan. Maret had already urged 
him to resign from the government and take command of the Army of the 
North himself, and on 15 June Dumouriez followed his advice and re-
signed his post.9 As he explained to Gensonné, the Assembly’s attacks and 
lack of confi dence in him had destroyed any effectiveness he could have as 
minister of war.10 In an agreement with the king, Dumouriez was then 
attached to the Army of the North under the command of Marshal Luck-
ner, to report for duty at Lille on 1 July.

To the majority of Jacobins, the dismissal of Roland, Clavière, and Ser-
van, patriots who had the Assembly’s support, was further evidence that 
the king was conspiring with those within and without France who de-
sired to restore the old regime. This intent was seemingly substantiated on 
18 June when Louis appointed a largely Feuillant ministry to replace Du-
mouriez and the dismissed Girondins. Any meaningful communication 
between the king and the Assembly collapsed.

Adding to the growing fear of counterrevolutionary forces was Lafay-
ette’s very public support of the king. When his secret proposal to march 
on Paris was rejected by Francis II, Lafayette turned directly to Paris.11 On 
16 June, he wrote an open letter to the king and Legislative Assembly in 
which he urged the king to take a fi rmer hand in asserting royal power, 
implied that the army supported the king, and denounced the Pa ri sian 
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clubs for fomenting unrest among the lower classes, all of which confi rmed 
widespread suspicions that he was planning a military coup.12 In response, 
both the Girondins and the Jacobin Left attacked Lafayette in the Assem-
bly and at the Jacobin Club, and a decree was introduced ordering Lafay-
ette to appear before the bar of the Assembly.13

Although the decree was defeated, the general’s letter further enfl amed 
the republican movement in Paris. The Pa ri sian lower classes, who had 
suffered greatly from worsening economic conditions and food shortages 
throughout the spring and summer, had never accepted their exclusion 
from direct involvement in politics, and po liti cal activists such as Danton 
and the Cordeliers Club had been able to mobilize this discontent into 
a pop u lar republican movement. On 20 June, a crowd of as many as 
20,000, beginning to call themselves sans- culottes, invaded the royal pal-
ace to protest the king’s recent actions. There they proceeded to surround 
Louis XVI and force him to drink a toast to the nation. He put on the cap 
of liberty, but refused to rescind his vetoes or replace his royalist ministers, 
and the demonstrators went home. Although the uprising failed in its im-
mediate purpose, its audacity emboldened the Paris radicals and signaled 
the entry of the Pa ri sian sections into national politics.14

In spite of the uprising, the king still refused to sign the Assembly’s de-
fense decrees, and in early July the Assembly circumvented the veto on the 
establishment of a National Guard camp near Paris by authorizing the fé-
dérés  to come to Paris to attend the Federation ceremony on 14 July, the an-
niversary of the storming of the Bastille. So confi dent was Louis that the 
 Austro- Prus sian forces would soon reach Paris and restore his absolute power 
that he ignored the pleas of his advisors and Lafayette to fl ee the capital.

This threat to the king led Lafayette to again write to the Assembly 
denouncing the outbreak of violence. But this time, vowing to Luckner 
that he would “fi ght the tyranny of the factions to the death,” he left his 
command and rode to Paris, determined to end the radical opposition to 
the constitutional monarchy and to pledge his support of the king.15 
Addressing the Legislative Assembly on 28 June, he condemned the pop u-
lar threat to the monarchy, called for the destruction of the treasonous 
“authors and instigators of the events of 20 June,” and demanded that the 
Assembly assure the army that it would prevent attacks on the constitution 
from within while they shed their blood in its defense abroad. The Assem-
bly’s response to Lafayette was hostile, and although an attempt to censure 
him for deserting his post during war time was defeated, the Jacobins be-
gan demanding that the Assembly try the king for treason.16 The day after 
his impassioned speech, Lafayette tried but failed to enlist the National 
Guard in a royalist coup d’état. Spurned by the Assembly, the fédérés,  and 
the royal couple, Lafayette left Paris and returned to the front, distraught 
but still determined to save the monarchy.
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The po liti cal events in Paris also shaped the direction of foreign affairs. 
When Dumouriez resigned, the king had appointed the Marquis de 
Chambonas as minister of foreign affairs, although he had no previous 
experience in the diplomatic ser vice. Serving under Lafayette in the Amer-
ican Revolutionary War, Chambonas had become a confi dant of “the hero 
of two worlds” and had risen to the rank of maréchal de camp.  In early 
March 1792, Narbonne had appointed him commandant of Paris. Cham-
bonas’s association with these known royalists alienated him from the As-
sembly, which was heightened by Lafayette’s open letters to the king and 
the Assembly the day after Chambonas’s appointment, associating him in 
the minds of the deputies with Lafayette’s suspected royalist plot.

Lacking confi dence in the new foreign minister, the deputies revived 
the functions of the Diplomatic Committee, which had remained dor-
mant during Dumouriez’s ministry. At the request of the Diplomatic 
Committee, on 30 June Chambonas presented a confi dential report on 
French foreign policy in which he concluded that “We have many enemies, 
few reliable allies, and very few friends.”17 Chambonas pointed to signs of 
increased Prus sian hostility and maintained that it was useless for France 
to continue negotiating with that power. Sardinia, he observed, was hos-
tile toward the French government and collaborating with the enemy, 
although Sweden and Spain could be counted on to remain neutral. Chau-
velin, the French ambassador in London, had informed Chambonas that 
Britain would be receptive to an alliance if France would pledge not to 
interfere in the internal affairs of neutral nations, and Chambonas recom-
mended that France attempt to make such an alliance.18

Chambonas also urged that France initiate peace negotiations with 
“our former ally” Austria, indicating that the new foreign minister was 
entirely unaware of Dumouriez’s Belgian plan. He was isolated from the 
permanent staff at the ministry, which was entirely Jacobin and loyal to 
Dumouriez,  Bonne- Carrère, and LeBrun. Chambonas did not dare re-
place the personnel at the ministry for fear of repercussions in the Assem-
bly; conversely, the members of the permanent staff, fearing dismissal, 
became covert adversaries of the royalist foreign minister. As a result, it 
was actually  Bonne- Carrère, with the support and complicity of the min-
istry’s permanent staff, who directed foreign policy immediately following 
Dumouriez’s resignation as foreign minister.

The Girondins reacted quickly to Chambonas’s report by attacking the 
king and the new ministry. On 5 July, Vergniaud accused the king of trea-
son and proposed a decree formally proclaiming a state of emergency, the 
decree of patrie en danger, which would give the Assembly more power to 
defend the nation.19 When on the same day Chambonas told the Assembly 
of intelligence reports describing the advance of the Prus sian army toward 
the Rhine frontier, Gensonné attacked him for not having informed the 
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Assembly sooner. Brissot demanded that Chambonas be impeached, and 
Condorcet denounced the royal couple and all the ministers as traitors. 
On 10 July, threatened with impeachment, all the Feuillant ministers ex-
cept Lajard resigned.

With the collapse of the Feuillant ministry, the king’s remaining power 
evaporated, and the Assembly’s Commission of Twelve, appointed to over-
see national defense, became the effective executive power of France. 
 Bonne- Carrère continued to determine policy with the support of LeBrun 
and the permanent staff at the foreign ministry. Because of his  long- standing 
feud with Brissot,  Bonne- Carrère dealt entirely with the Commission of 
Twelve, not with the Diplomatic Committee, although on important for-
eign policy matters, members of the Diplomatic Committee attended the 
Commission’s meetings.20 According to  Bonne- Carrère, he “refrained es-
pecially from taking dispatches to the king; never did I speak to him, nor 
to the queen, nor to any of their entourage.”21 At the ministry of foreign 
affairs,  Bonne- Carrère and LeBrun continued to give the Belgian plan top 
priority.22

Thus the threat of invasion and distrust of the king and his ministers, 
particularly Chambonas, had brought down the last Feuillant ministry 
and rendered the crown powerless. The Paris sections seethed with unrest, 
and the arrival of approximately 20,000 fédérés  provided them with a sig-
nifi cant source of armed support. The sections became strong enough to 
declare their committees in permanent session by late July, an emergency 
action supported by the Legislative Assembly.

On the military front, June had passed with little progress. Earlier that 
month, a  Belgian- Liégeois legion under Col o nel Fyon had been attached 
to Lafayette’s Army of the Center and Lafayette was ordered to advance 
into the Belgian provinces as far as Liège. But the Austrians had defeated 
Lafayette at Grisoelle and his army had remained inactive at Maubeuge, 
allowing the unchecked Austrian army to advance to Courtrai. Lafayette 
had no intention of executing Dumouriez’s Belgian strategy, believing it 
more important to closely monitor events in Paris. After stalling for several 
weeks, Marshal Luckner fi nally ordered the Army of the North to invade 
Belgium. His force, which included a  Belgian- Liégeois legion led by Count 
 Charles- Joseph de Rosières, had successfully captured Menin on 17 June 
and Courtrai the next day. But on 19 June, learning of Dumouriez’s resig-
nation as war minister, Luckner halted his offensive at Courtrai instead of 
advancing as ordered. Luckner justifi ed his actions to Lajard by claiming 
that the  Belgian- Liégeois legion was not  battle- ready and that he saw no 
prospect that the Belgians would support French troops. “The Belgians,” 
he wrote, “are not showing their support in suffi cient numbers, and I 
ought not to move forward unless the revolutionary party guarantees me 
by force of arms a free passage of the Lys.”23
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According to the foreign ministry’s Belgian and Liégeois agents, however, 
the Belgians had everywhere received their liberators with joy and enthusi-
asm. Working through the Committee of the United Belgians and Liégeois, 
Dumouriez,  Bonne- Carrère, LeBrun, and Maret had cultivated a great deal 
of support for a general insurrection. In fact, after Luckner’s victories, depu-
ties from Bruges and Ghent had given him formal assurances that the Bel-
gian patriots would revolt as soon as the French army marched upon their 
cities.24 On 27 June, Luckner withdrew his troops from the Belgian prov-
inces, claiming he feared an attack on his rear by a reinforced Austrian army 
at Tournai even though he had been preparing Lajard for a withdrawal a 
week before it took place. One of his staff offi cers, General Amiel, later 
wrote that Luckner and his royalist staff had objected to Dumouriez’s role as 
“prime minister” and that as soon as Luckner had heard about Dumouriez’s 
resignation, he was determined to disobey his orders and retreat from Bel-
gium, “cursing the disgraced minister and complaining that it was [Du-
mouriez’s] fault for getting him into such a mad enterprise.”25

After the elaborate preparations and raised expectations of the Belgian 
plan’s proponents, Luckner’s retreat from the Belgian provinces appeared a 
disaster. Their efforts  were further set back when Jean Jarry, the French 
maréchal de camp,  ordered the suburbs of Courtrai burned to the ground to 
protect the withdrawal of his rear guard.26 From Belgium, Deshacquets 
described Luckner’s retreat to Lille as a tragic mistake and reported that the 
conduct of the French army had hurt the  Franco- Belgian cause, observing 
that “the enthusiasm of the Belgian patriots for insurrection had already 
grown cold.”27 (Jarry’s actions did serve to create intense sympathy in 
France for the Belgians, however; outraged, the Legislative Assembly de-
creed on 3 July that all the victims be indemnifi ed and Jarry put on trial.)

Despite the setbacks on the battlefi eld, intelligence from Belgium contin-
ued to encourage Dumouriez and LeBrun to continue their Belgian strategy. 
In early July, Deshacquets, who reported having been in conversation with 
Dumouriez, informed LeBrun that the time was right for another invasion: 
Walckiers had raised the hopes of the  Belgian- Liégeois patriots with the 
promise that the Principles of l789 would triumph in their provinces, and 
the French could count on the patriot parties to overthrow the Austrian re-
gime.28 Writing to Dumouriez, Ruteau maintained that the Belgian plan 
could have been carried out successfully had the French generals held their 
ground, on 16 July sending him a detailed description of the Austrian mili-
tary disposition in Belgium, town by town, and supplying fi gures on Austrian 
deserters and estimates of the strength of the  Belgian- Liégeois patriots. 
Throughout the summer, Rutteau would continually press Dumouriez, 
 Bonne- Carrère, and LeBrun to accelerate French operations for the con-
quest of Belgium and Liège, confi dent that the  Belgian- Liégeois patriots 
would stage an insurrection as soon as the French invaded.29
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While Luckner was retreating from Belgium, Dumouriez was en route 
to Lille to join the Army of the North. Arriving on 1 July, the former min-
ister was greatly surprised to learn of Luckner’s withdrawal from Courtrai, 
a decisive blow to his Belgian strategy and one that would allow the com-
bined Prus sian and Austrian forces to invade France from Belgium.30 His 
fears  were well grounded, as the  two- pronged attack on France being for-
mulated by the Prus sians and Austrians included having the Duke of 
 Saxe- Teschen advance on Lille from Belgium with 50,000 Austrian troops. 
Simultaneously, a Prus sian army of 42,000 led by the Duke of Brunswick 
was to march from Coblenz to Luxembourg, where it would join an Aus-
trian force of 15,000 under General Clerfayt for an invasion of France 
with the immediate objective of seizing Longwy and Verdun.31

Upon Dumouriez’s arrival at Lille, Luckner and his staff ignored him. 
On 5 July, Luckner and Lafayette met at Valenciennes to devise a new war 
plan. Anticipating that the Prus sian army would attack not from the 
north, as Dumouriez believed, but on the  Franco- German border through 
the middle Rhine and Meuse regions, the two generals decided to move 
their respective armies to new headquarters closer to that zone. Luckner 
and his Army of the North would march from Lille to Metz, where his 
army would be renamed the Army of the Center, with responsibility for 
defending the region from Metz south to Besançon. Simultaneously, 
Lafayette and his Army of the Center would march from Maubeuge to 
Montmédy, where his army would be renamed the Army of the North. 
According to this chassé- croisé  strategy, the two marching armies would 
intersect at La Capelle, about 120 miles from Paris. Dumouriez would 
command a small holding force of six battalions and fi ve squadrons at the 
Camp de Maulde and join Luckner’s forces on 20 July.32

This plan was militarily dangerous, as it would leave the  Franco- Belgian 
frontier vulnerable to attack, but the motives of Lafayette and perhaps 
Luckner  were po liti cal rather than strategic. After the failure of his efforts 
to suppress the revolutionary clubs and sections in the capital, Lafayette 
had devised a new strategy. Instead of simply exchanging command over 
each other’s armies, by marching them to different positions he would, 
with the complicity of Luckner, retain his own loyal troops and move his 
army within striking distance of Paris so as to be able to defend the safety 
of the royal family.

In the Legislative Assembly, news of the  Prus sian- Austrian advance on 
the French frontiers led to the adoption of the patrie en danger decree on 
11 July. Suspicious and fearful of Lafayette’s intentions, the deputies began 
an inquiry into the chassé- croisé  strategy and summoned Luckner to Paris 
on 12 July to testify about Lafayette’s activities. Interrogated by the As-
sembly’s Commission of Twelve and Military Committee, the marshal 
was asked directly if he knew whether it was Lafayette’s intent to march on 
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Paris and rescue the king and if Luckner’s army was coordinating its ac-
tions with those of Lafayette to execute this plan. In his broken French, he 
denied any knowledge of “intrigues,” but his testimony further compro-
mised Lafayette and failed to free himself from suspicion.33 The fear that 
the seemingly imminent invasion of France would be accompanied by 
royalist military action by the French armies only accelerated the growing 
sense of crisis in the capital.

Meanwhile, the allies  were slowly but effectively beginning their offen-
sive against France. Brunswick’s forces  were advancing steadily toward the 
Rhine. In Belgium, on 15 July the Duke of  Saxe- Teschen captured Orchies 
between Lille and Valenciennes and Austrian troops moved into Tournai, 
threatening to cut communications between the Army of the North and 
the Army of the Center and surprising the French forces on the frontier. 
 Panic- stricken municipalities in the threatened areas demanded stronger 
protection against possible enemy attack. In the Legislative Assembly, 
Gossuin, a deputy from the department of the North, read a letter from 
Douai expressing the citizens’ fear of an Austrian attack from Belgium. 
Offi cial delegations from Lille and Dunkirk also protested the vulnerabil-
ity of the French borders.

The state of emergency along the Belgian border provided Dumouriez 
with a justifi cation for defying Luckner’s orders to march his command 
south to Metz on 20 July, arguing that given the Austrian threat, it was 
essential to keep his troops on the northern frontier. He believed that his 
troops, combined with those of the Belgian patriots and with the help of 
the insurrection that would be triggered by their invasion, could defeat the 
Austrian army. In  mid- July, Dumouriez wrote to the president of the Leg-
islative Assembly to explain why he had defi ed Luckner’s orders, stating 
that the chassé- croisé  strategy exposed France to an Austrian invasion from 
Belgium and that he therefore refused to take the army’s rear guard south 
to Metz, intending instead to remain at his headquarters at the Camp de 
Maulde to ensure the safety of the fortifi cations along the northern fron-
tier in case of an Austrian attack. After the Austrian army crossed the 
 Franco- Belgian frontier and seized Orchies and Tournai on 16 July, Du-
mouriez quickly wrote to Paris explaining in detail his opposition to the 
chassé- croisé  strategy. Arguing that the Austrian army’s success had con-
fi rmed his opposition, he requested that he be made commander in chief 
of the Army of the North with carte blanche to defeat the Austrians and 
be sent fi fteen battalions to reinforce his troops.34

In the Legislative Assembly, Dumas, a royalist member of the Military 
Committee, argued against Dumouriez’s request and that the general’s in-
subordination threatened French security. Dumas had consistently opposed 
Dumouriez in the Assembly, maintaining that Dumouriez was motivated 
solely by his Belgian strategy.35 The other deputies on the committee 
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supported Dumouriez, however, arguing that his insubordination was sec-
ondary to the primary aim of preventing an invasion of France. The As-
sembly closed the discussion by sending Dumouriez’s dispatches to the 
Commission of Twelve and the Military Committee.

On 18 July, Dumouriez wrote to Lafayette, refusing to march south to 
Metz with the rear guard of the Army of the North.36 Both Lafayette and 
Luckner complained bitterly to Lajard of Dumouriez’s insubordination, 
which made the chassé- croisé  strategy impossible, and demanded that the 
minister of war order Dumouriez to carry out Luckner’s orders.37 Refl ecting 
the chaotic state of the French government, Lajard wrote to Luckner that he 
agreed with them but that the ministry could not enforce the marshal’s 
orders to Dumouriez, asking Luckner to enforce them himself.38 Lajard re-
signed the next day, and the king replaced him with d’Abancourt, a Feuillant 
and nephew of the king’s former  Comptroller- General, Calonne.

On 23 July, Dumouriez held a council of war at Valenciennes presided 
over by General Arthur Dillon,  second- in- command of the Army of the 
North. The council, attended by six maréchaux de camp,  concluded that 
the Austrian strikes from Belgium necessitated a strong defensive force on 
the northern frontier and unanimously supported Dumouriez’s decision to 
defy Luckner’s orders.39 Yet Dumouriez’s assignment remained undeter-
mined, and on 27 July he wrote to d’Abancourt requesting that he be 
allowed to remain at the Camp de Maulde, arguing that “My presence in 
this country does some good because I was born  here and my compatriots 
have shown their confi dence in me.”40

On 28 July, Luckner sent Dumouriez an ultimatum: If Dumouriez 
did not obey his orders immediately, Luckner was authorizing General 
Beurnonville to take command of his forces.41 The Austrian army had 
remained stationary after the seizure of Orchies and Tournai, and Luck-
ner made the decision to remove Dumouriez from his command even 
knowing that the Assembly had been besieged by demands for greater 
protection from the frontier towns and that the war council at Valenci-
ennes had affi rmed that the rear guard of the Army of the North could 
not afford to leave the  Franco- Belgian border. As General Dillon wrote to 
Luckner on 30 July, “I could not oust Dumouriez now when he is pro-
tecting the harvest against enemy incursions without losing the confi -
dence of the inhabitants of this frontier and without harming the national 
welfare.”42

On 31 July, Dumouriez wrote again to the king and new minister of war 
requesting a decision on his command.43 D’Abancourt had settled the mat-
ter a day earlier, writing to Luckner that although Dumouriez’s conduct 
was extremely reprehensible, he and the king’s council would not oppose 
the decision of his war council at Valenciennes.44 Because of the insuffi -
ciency of military forces on the northern frontier, Dumouriez’s troops 
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would remain at the Camp de Maulde. However, d’Abancourt left it up to 
Luckner and Lafayette to determine whether Dumouriez would remain at 
the Camp de Maulde or be transferred to Metz. Assuming responsibility, 
Lafayette ordered Dillon to replace Dumouriez: “As for M. Dumouriez, 
neither Marshal Luckner nor I wish for him to remain in my army; he has 
had the marshal’s order telling him to leave. This general has even written 
to the king to lodge a formal complaint against M. Dumouriez, and since 
he is no longer employed in my army and since I have no command to offer 
him, you are not to employ him and you are to order him to leave.”45 In his 
Mémoires,  Dumouriez claimed that Lafayette had also asked Dillon to ar-
rest and imprison him but that Dillon “had the wisdom not to try to carry 
out this order and the loyalty to keep it a secret.”46

Despite Luckner and Lafayette’s orders, Dumouriez retained his com-
mand at the Camp de Maulde. When d’Abancourt expressed astonish-
ment that Dumouriez remained with the Army of the North, Dumouriez 
declared on 5 August that orders to remove him “cannot be upheld and I 
predict to you that it will be destroyed either by circumstances or by the 
foresight of the National Assembly. . . .  With perseverance, I will have the 
good fortune to be one of the saviors of my country, what ever obstacle my 
personal enemies bring to bear.”47 Convinced of the urgency of carry ing 
out the Belgian plan, Dumouriez defi ed Marshal Luckner’s orders and 
perhaps saved the French government from a royalist coup d’état. Yet op-
position from Luckner and Lafayette and an ineffectual minister of war 
had placed his position in jeopardy, and Dumouriez’s ambitions appeared 
at a standstill.

Meanwhile, the Girondins had become increasingly alarmed at the 
growth of republican sentiment among the sectionnaires of Paris, which 
they viewed as dangerously radical, and toward the end of July tried to put 
themselves in a position to save the monarchy.48 According to the British 
ambassador, Lord Gower, General Montesquiou had testifi ed before the 
Extraordinary Commission that if the Assembly moved to deprive the 
king of his crown, the entire army would resist.49 Believing it imperative to 
take the initiative if the constitutional monarchy  were to survive and civil 
war was to be avoided, some Girondins secretly approached the king to 
suggest that he restore the ministers he had dismissed in June. Although 
the king made no promises, he gave them some hope that he would follow 
their suggestion, and on that expectation, they fought the republican 
movement in the Assembly. In doing so, however, they became vulnerable 
to charges of being accomplices of the king. When Brissot gave a speech 
on 26 July that was interpreted as forcing the king to accept Girondin 
leadership and policy, cries of “ à bas ” and “ l’ homme à double face”  fol-
lowed him to his seat. From that day, by speaking in opposition to the 
known convictions of the Jacobin and Cordelier Clubs, the fédérés,  and 
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most of the Pa ri sian sections, Brissot and the Girondins lost their remain-
ing infl uence with the Paris Left. Although the Girondins continued their 
heated debates with Robespierre and his allies in the Assembly and at the 
Jacobin Club, their attempt to ally with the king failed when Louis re-
buffed their efforts, still convinced that the  Austro- Prus sian armies would 
soon arrive in Paris and restore him to full sovereignty.

Then on 28 July, the Brunswick Manifesto reached the city, threaten-
ing “exemplary and forever memorable vengeance, by delivering up the 
city of Paris to a military execution and total destruction” should the royal 
family be harmed.50 In response to this threat, which left no doubt about 
the king’s duplicity or the retribution that would surely follow a counter-
revolutionary victory, the Assembly authorized the distribution of arms to 
the citizenry and opened membership in the National Guard to all who 
would serve. Petitions from  forty- seven sections and demands from in-
creasing numbers of fédérés  for the dethronement of the king and the 
impeachment of Lafayette became more strident. Preparations for an 
insurrection had already begun among the leaders of the fédérés,  the Cord-
elier’s Club, and the sections, including Danton, president of the Théâtre- 
française section, and Antoine Santerre, a col o nel in the National Guard, 
who or ga nized two military columns poised to seize the Tuileries palace 
and overthrow the king.

On 8 August, the deputies refused to indict Lafayette, and the Pa ri sians 
determined to revolt. In the early hours of 10 August, the new municipal 
government of Paris, the Revolutionary Commune, rang the tocsin and 
thousands of sans- culottes and fédérés  took to the streets, successfully storm-
ing the Tuileries in a bloody battle that left hundreds dead. The royal family 
fl ed to the Legislative Assembly, where they  were taken into custody, and 
the deputies suspended the monarchy until a National Convention could 
be elected to create a republican constitution.51 The monarchy had fallen 
to pop u lar revolution in Paris.

After 10 August, the three hundred or so deputies of the Legislative As-
sembly who remained in Paris faced momentous challenges: dealing with 
the rival power of the Commune, establishing a legitimate national gov-
ernment for the new republic, and or ga niz ing the defense of France from 
a threatened allied invasion. The Assembly, recognizing the new power of 
the Commune, adopted mea sures designed to placate the sectionnaires. 
Invoking the doctrine of pop u lar sovereignty as the legitimizing principle 
for the new government, the deputies convoked a National Convention to 
be elected on the basis of universal manhood suffrage to write a republican 
constitution. During the Interregnum between the Revolution of 10 Au-
gust and the meeting of the National Convention on 21 September, the 
Pa ri sian radicals found it expedient to accept the Legislative Assembly as 
the temporary government of France. The deputies, fearing the growing 
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militancy and strength of the sans- culottes, agreed to a  power- sharing ar-
rangement between the Assembly and the Commune.

The president of the Assembly, Vergniaud, proposed that the king’s 
authority be replaced by a Provisional Executive Council of six ministers. 
The Council elected by the Assembly included three former Girondin 
 ministers—Roland as minister of interior, Clavière as minister of fi nance, 
Servan as minister of  war—and Pierre LeBrun as minister of foreign af-
fairs. The Revolution of 10 August had the unintended effect of bringing 
the Girondins temporarily back into power in the Assembly, even though 
the rebellion had been directed against them as well as the king. In addi-
tion, Monge was named minister of the navy, and, as a gesture of recon-
ciliation with the Paris Commune, Danton was elected minister of justice. 
As a member of the Executive Council, Danton would serve as a mediator 
between the Commune and the Girondist- dominated Assembly until the 
Convention convened on 21 September.52

On 11 August, LeBrun informed Dumouriez of his new position, offer-
ing the general his full support, asking for his advice on foreign affairs, 
and promising to continue Dumouriez’s policies, therefore providing con-
tinuity in French revolutionary foreign policy.53 The closeness of the two 
men’s collaboration and their mutual devotion to the liberation of Bel-
gium and Liège is refl ected in Dumouriez’s reply three days later:

One of the greatest pleasures that could happen to me, my dearest friend 
and brother, is to see you become minister of foreign affairs and to receive 
this news from you personally. Yes, you will help me to make the Belgians 
free and through them to save France and to overwhelm that infamous 
 House of Austria, the cause of our misfortunes. I must be the Commander-
 in- Chief, and you will see by my letter to the minister of war what items are 
necessary for the success of my plan. My dear, good friend, I am going to 
cut you a good po liti cal plan with my sword, and I hope you will put me in 
charge of signing the peace treaty at Liège. You may always count on my 
patriotism and on my friendship.54

Upon his election as minister of foreign affairs, LeBrun, retaining the 
or ga ni za tion and staff put into place by Dumouriez, would formulate 
French foreign policy for the next eight turbulent months, with the support 
of the Executive Council and the Legislative Committees.55 The foreign 
ministry remained staffed with supporters of the Belgian plan, with one 
notable change, the departure of  Bonne- Carrère.  Bonne- Carrère, the prin-
ciple fi gure in the ministry after Dumouriez’s resignation as foreign minis-
ter, had never gained the support of Brissot. In early August, Brissot 
infl uenced the Assembly to deny  Bonne- Carrère’s appointment as ambas-
sador to the United States, had seals placed on  Bonne- Carrère’s personal 
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papers and his correspondence at the foreign ministry, and even tried to 
have him imprisoned.56 Immediately upon his election as minister of for-
eign affairs, LeBrun defended  Bonne- Carrère against Brissot in the Legisla-
tive Assembly, and the next day he, the chiefs of the six sections, and twenty 
commis wrote to the Assembly proclaiming Bonne- Carrère’s innocence. Yet 
the pressure of the Girondin attack was apparently too great.  Bonne- Carrère 
resigned his post on 15 August, and on 18 September LeBrun would give 
him a full discharge from his responsibilities in the ministry.57 Although 
the Girondins managed to drive  Bonne- Carrère from the foreign ministry, 
LeBrun remained incontestably in control of the ministry.

The very nature of his offi ce allowed LeBrun to exercise a far greater 
degree of authority than the other ministers. The foreign minister com-
manded an army of subordinates, including ambassadors, foreign ministry 
offi cials, and secret agents, domestic as well as foreign. Taking control of 
the foreign ministry, LeBrun quickly established a new bureau for intelli-
gence activities, the Central Bureau, under which he created a small but 
 well- or ga nized domestic spy network of approximately 180 agents through-
out France. These included approximately thirty new agents operating 
throughout the frontier regions bordering the Belgian provinces, the Rhine, 
the  Alpes- Maritimes, and the Pyrenees. These agents distributed govern-
ment literature, attempted to shape opinion along republican lines, and 
gathered information on the armies’ morale and opinions and the senti-
ment of the commanders and chiefs of staff. They collected intelligence on 
the enemies’ armies and troop dispositions and corresponded regularly 
with the Central Bureau. LeBrun also sent agents to areas of potential do-
mestic counterrevolution  activities—the Vendée, Brittany, Lyon, Marseille, 
Toulon, and  Bordeaux—to report on the degree of agitation in their respec-
tive areas. And LeBrun established a “surveillance of Paris” through agents 
who reported to him on public opinion in the streets, cafés, and clubs as 
well as in the corridors and meetings of the National Convention, the revo-
lutionary tribunal, and the Palais Royal.58 Foreign agents  were also under 
the direction of the ministry’s Central Bureau, most of them corresponding 
directly with LeBrun. In both foreign and domestic affairs, LeBrun’s min-
istry would maintain a high level of secrecy that, if justifi ed during a time 
of war, allowed it to avoid accountability to either the legislative or execu-
tive branches of the new government for its actions.59

Events following the 10 August Revolution also advanced LeBrun and 
Dumouriez’s Belgian plan by increasing the revolutionary government’s 
commitment to the liberation of other Eu ro pe an countries. After the over-
throw of the Bourbon monarch, the mood of the Pa ri sian radicals was 
ebullient, and on 12 August representatives from the Commune proposed 
to the Assembly a declaration of France’s willingness to aid the peoples of 
Eu rope to free themselves from royal despotism.60 As a revolutionary ide-
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alist and a sincere republican, LeBrun was certain that the Principles of 
1789 would eventually triumph and be adopted by majorities everywhere, 
and he and Dumouriez  were supremely confi dent that the Belgians and 
the Liégeois would be in the vanguard of this movement and serve as shin-
ing models for other Eu ro pe an peoples.61

On 18 August, LeBrun sent out a diplomatic circular explaining and 
justifying the Revolution of 10 August to all of Eu rope, affi rming that it 
was solely a domestic revolution and as such should not offend neutral Eu-
ro pe an nations, since the result of the Revolution was the suspension of a 
government that had lost the confi dence of the French nation.62 In his fi rst 
overview of French foreign relations to the Legislative Assembly on 23 
August, he claimed that France’s situation  vis-à- vis the Eu ro pe an powers 
had not changed signifi cantly since Chambonas’s earlier assessment and 
that France could still depend on the neutral nations to remain neutral. 
His speech refl ected a confi dence in the diplomatic position of France that 
was intended to forestall alarm and preserve revolutionary enthusiasm.63 
On a motion by Girondin deputy Guadet, on 26 August the Legislative 
Assembly repeated its renunciation of all conquests and its desire to “frat-
ernize with all peoples,” reaffi rming the nonaggression pledge of revolu-
tionary France to Eu rope.

The republican revolution also had a dramatic impact on the military 
front. Dumouriez, heartened by the appointment of LeBrun as minister of 
foreign affairs and the restoration of the Girondins, immediately wrote 
to his former Girondist colleagues serving on the Provisional Executive 
Council and to Condorcet, president of the Extraordinary Commission 
and of the Legislative Assembly, urging that he be appointed commander 
in chief of the Army of the North.64 He again outlined his Belgian strat-
egy for defeating the combined Prus sian and Austrian armies and assured 
the policymakers that when the French armies invaded Belgium and Liège 
under his command, the inhabitants would revolt against the despised 
Austrian regime, and that with their aid the French armies would be vic-
torious. Dumouriez told Servan that he needed carte blanche in his move-
ments to profi t from “the plans of the Belgians and the Liégeois to establish 
war in Belgium and Liège and remove it from our frontiers, which are be-
ing worn away by this pro cess.”65 He reassured Servan that “the special 
study of matters that I have been making for the last three years, the de-
tailed knowledge that I have of this department where I was born, which I 
have just saved, and in which I have confi dence, are my justifi cation for 
the advice that I am giving to my superior.”

When Lafayette learned of the overthrow of the king, he followed the 
provisions of the Constitution of 1791 specifying that in an emergency 
which destroyed the central executive government, troops of the kingdom 
could act only at the request of local administrative authorities. Accordingly, 



96 F o r e i g n  P o l i c y  a n d  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n

he sought support from the towns of the department of the Ardennes to 
form a general council at Mézières, believing he could eventually rally all of 
France behind him through the general councils of the towns. Ultimately he 
planned to convene a congress of departments at Châlons to oppose the in-
surrectionary forces of the capital and reinstate the king. The mayor and 
municipal council of Sedan and the general council of the Ardennes at 
Mézières allied with Lafayette and took an oath to the Constitution of 1791. 
The general council of the Ardennes defi ed the new government by refusing 
to publish the decrees of the Legislative Assembly after 10 August.

In Paris, the Provisional Executive Council responded quickly to con-
tain the military threat posed by Lafayette and his followers. On 10 Au-
gust, the Assembly passed a decree to send twelve commissioners to the 
armies to ensure the loyalty of the French military forces, inform them of 
the forthcoming convocation of the National Convention, and suspend 
and replace generals according to their fi ndings. On 14 August, the Provi-
sional Executive Council, while acknowledging that its power over military 
appointments could not be exercised simultaneously with that delegated 
by the Assembly to its commissioners, nevertheless took the decisive action 
of dismissing Lafayette and appointing Dumouriez the new commander 
in chief of the Army of the North.66 On 19 August, as Lafayette reviewed 
his troops, he called upon them to take the oath to the Constitution of 
1791. Instead they shouted, “Vive l’Assemblée! ” The obvious mutiny of his 
troops forced the general, his chief of staff, and  twenty- one offi cers to de-
fect to the Austrians.67

The following day, Commander in Chief Dumouriez wrote to LeBrun, 
restating his plans for an offensive strike into Belgium and Liège. Su-
premely confi dent that the Belgians and Liégeois would revolt against 
Austria once the French army had invaded their provinces, Dumouriez 
asked LeBrun to continue to champion their cause in the Executive Coun-
cil.68 He also wrote to Roland, Clavière, and the president of the Legisla-
tive Assembly expressing gratitude for his new command, expressing 
special gratitude to Clavière, the interim minister of war, for having confi -
dence in him.69 In his 18 August letter to the president of the Assembly, 
Dumouriez proclaimed, “I will be concerned with the noble enterprise of 
carry ing our righ teous arms and our liberty into the provinces of our fron-
tiers that are groaning beneath the yoke of  despotism—Belgium and 
Liège. In like manner did the Romans take an army into Africa, while 
Hannibal was at the gates of Rome. This is the way we will save the French 
Republic. I need 36,000 men at my disposal, several millions, and carte 
blanche. I will answer for everything.”70



C h a p t e r  6

Advancing the 
Belgian Plan, 
August–November 
1792

Upon becoming commander of the Army of the North, Dumouriez lost 
no time implementing the Belgian plan. Two  Belgian- Liégeois legions had 
been under his authority at the Camp de Maulde since before 10 August, 
and with the assistance of Maret and other agents and LeBrun’s support, 
he moved to reinforce them with suitable arms and supplies. Maret reported 
to LeBrun on 13 August that he had expended 200,000 of the 250,000 
livres LeBrun had entrusted to him for the legions and that the Belgians 
 were “eager to follow the good cause.”1 Dumouriez made Maret a liaison 
offi cer for the legions with responsibility “to coordinate the military mea-
sures necessary to increase the strength and resolution of the United Belgian 
and Liégeois troops.”2 On 23 August, the offi cers of the legions and the 
Committee thanked LeBrun for his support, reporting that “the news 
which has succeeded in reviving us and which gives us complete satisfac-
tion is that our good friend, brave Dumouriez, is coming to take com-
mand of the Army of the North.”3

In late August LeBrun sent Dumouriez an additional 600,000 livres for 
“Belgian affairs,” intended to cover the full expenses of the 2,000 
 Belgian- Liégeois legionnaires.4 This and the earlier fi nancial aid that Le-
Brun directed to the  Belgian- Liégeois patriots was questioned only once in 
the Legislative Assembly, by two deputies who had wanted to stop fi nan-
cial support for the Committee so as to “have the National Assembly 
dedicate itself again to the principle of the sovereignty and the liberty of 
nations by making it declare in par tic u lar that we will not interfere either 
directly or indirectly in any change in the Belgian constitution.”5 On the 
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other hand, Duhem, the Robespierrist deputy from Lille, on 3 September 
spoke enthusiastically for the “revolutionary war in Brabant.” In fact, do-
mestic affairs so preoccupied the Assembly that it gave very little oversight 
to LeBrun’s expenditures. . LeBrun, writing to Dumouriez, reaffi rmed 
their close collaboration on the implementation of the Belgian plan:

You have taken on a splendid task in concerning yourself with the affairs of 
the Belgians and the Liégeois; I am quite sure they will add to your fame. 
They are your children: you will attend to their education, their po liti cal 
and military or ga ni za tion, while I for my part will do what I can to encour-
age and support your work and their enthusiasm by my infl uence in the 
Council and by the monetary means that are at my disposal. I will be only 
too happy to have helped in removing from slavery a nation that seems 
destined for liberty and is fortunate enough to have as their Protector such 
a talented man, on whom the  whole of France pins its dearest hopes.6

From Belgium, Rutteau, the foreign ministry’s chief informer in Belgium, 
urged LeBrun to expedite Dumouriez’s plans, claiming that conditions 
 were advantageous for an invasion and that LeBrun could have complete 
confi dence in Dumouriez.7

Dumouriez’s military intentions  were clear and unequivocal: to invade 
Belgium as soon as possible. Then on 19 August, the Prus sian army, sup-
ported on both fl anks by Austrian contingents, invaded France. By 23 
August, the allies had captured the fortress of Longwy and approached 
Verdun. Victory there would give the allied army an open road to Paris, 
and the bulk of the French army, still confronting the main Austrian force 
on the Belgian frontier, was in danger of being outfl anked by the Prus-
sians. Despite the fall of Longwy, Dumouriez informed Servan that he 
was preparing to invade Belgium rather than fi ght defensively against the 
Prus sians on French soil between the Sambre and Meuse.8 In response to 
the immediate danger, Servan argued that Dumouriez should postpone 
his Belgian plans and concentrate on blocking the Prus sian advance on 
Paris. “The moment of crisis has come,” Servan observed, trusting that 
“with courage and constancy we will see it through.”9

Unwilling to delay an invasion of Belgium, on 29 August Dumouriez 
held a council of war at Sedan with  Lieutenant- Generals Dillon and 
Chazot and six other offi cers, who unanimously rejected Servan’s defen-
sive strategy of intercepting the Prus sians and adopted Dumouriez’s of-
fensive plan.10 They  were convinced by their commander’s belief that the 
Belgian invasion would force the Austrians to withdraw their units ac-
companying the Prus sian forces, leaving the Prus sians too weak to con-
tinue the invasion of France.11 Dumouriez urged LeBrun to persuade his 
fellow ministers to accept the Belgian strategy, which would open the 
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gates of Brussels and ignite an insurrection that would overwhelm the 
Austrians:

The enemy is too well armed and we are too disor ga nized and have too few 
troops, too few resources of all kinds to hope to succeed in a defensive war, 
which is the most diffi cult of all wars. As for the city of Paris, I think that 
it is too well guarded by the courage and the number of armed men who 
will assemble there to fear that it may be taken by the Prus sians. All these 
motives together must be presented by you with the conviction of which 
you are capable. I repeat once more, my dear friend, that the safety of 
France lies in the invasion of Belgium and Liège. The longer we put off this 
expedition, the more diffi cult it will be to carry it out.12

On 1 September, the Executive Council approved Dumouriez’s plan. Hav-
ing expressed his reservations, Servan left the military decision to Du-
mouriez, recognizing that the general “was above all in a hurry to invade 
the Austrian Low Countries. This was his dominant thought; it had 
driven everything  else out of his mind. He wanted to take Belgium, this 
beloved object of his ambition; he desired it ceaselessly and had sacrifi ced 
everything to it.”13 Announcing the decision to Dumouriez, Servan stipu-
lated only that he was not to invade until the war ministry had concen-
trated 30,000 men at Châlons- sur- Marne.

The Executive Council’s ac cep tance of Dumouriez’s plan is especially 
notable considering the increased alarm and violence that the Austro- 
Prus sian invasion had generated in Paris. On 2 September, the Commune 
dramatically proclaimed that “the enemy is at the gates of Paris,” and a 
rumor swept the city that with the French army at the front, counterrevo-
lutionaries  were plotting to free prisoners to massacre the unprotected 
Pa ri sians.14 This fear unleashed what came to be known as the September 
Massacres, the mass murder of Pa ri sian prisoners by a radical minority 
who sought revenge for royalist re sis tance on 10 August. Since then, the 
prisons had become overcrowded and poorly supervised, and in the vio-
lence that continued without opposition until the eve ning of 6 September, 
some 1,400 prisoners  were murdered.15

But despite Dumouriez’s resolve and careful planning, his Belgian strat-
egy had to be delayed once more when on 29 August Prus sian forces under 
the Duke of Brunswick assaulted Verdun, which would surrender fi ve days 
later. On 1 September, an Austrian army under the command of General 
Clerfayt marched into France south of Montmédy. These invaders now 
stood between Dumouriez’s Army of the North at Sedan and the Army of 
the Center at Metz, whose command was transferred from Luckner to 
General François-Étienne Kellerman on 2 September.16 Realizing that the 
fall of Paris would threaten not only the revolutionary government but his 
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own military plans, Dumouriez’s new strategy included French strikes on 
the Austrian territories to the south and east. In the south General 
 Anne- Pierre Montesquiou, commander of the Army of the Midi, follow-
ing Dumouriez’s original orders, invaded Savoy on 8 September 1792. 
General Amselme, his  second- in- command, was to conquer Nice. To the 
east, General  Adam- Philippe Custine commanded a corps of the Army of 
the Rhine stationed in Alsace. When the Duke of Brunswick’s forces com-
pletely side stepped Alsace, Servan appointed General Biron commander 
of the Army of the Rhine and Kellermann commander of the Army of the 
Center and ordered both to combine their forces with Dumouriez’s Army 
of the North to halt the invading  Austro- Prus sian army. Custine, given 
command of the new Army of the Vosges, was to remain at Landau in 
Alsace. Bitterly disappointed with what he considered an inferior com-
mand, Custine complained to Servan, who was advised by Dumouriez to 
have Custine strike the Palatinate at Spires, attacking the rear of Bruns-
wick’s forces and cutting off the enemy’s major supply line.

On 1 September, Dumouriez’s forces left Sedan for the Argonne forest, 
where he seized its narrow passages and temporarily blocked the allied 
advance on Paris. Near  Sainte- Ménéhould, Kellermann joined Dumouriez, 
Duval, and the recently appointed Beurnonville, bringing the troops un-
der Dumouriez’s command to 53,000, outnumbering the allied army 
three to two. There the French blocked the road from Verdun to Paris for 
more than a week, waiting for the Prus sians to attack or retreat.17

On 17 September, Brunswick tried to dislodge the French by cutting 
their line of retreat to the south, but the King of Prus sia, spurred on by the 
French émigrés  and believing that the volunteer French army would be un-
able to stand against professional soldiers, insisted upon attacking rather 
than waiting for a French withdrawal.. On 20 September, Brunswick 
attacked. Kellermann’s troops  were positioned below a windmill on the 
heights of Valmy, and as Brunswick’s men marched steadily uphill, they 
could hear over the noise of the artillery the French citizen soldiers singing 
“Ça Ira ” and shouting “Vive la nation!” During the morning cannonade, 
the French held their position and replied with effective artillery fi re. As 
the Prus sian infantry advanced, the French redoubled their fi re. Con-
vinced that he could not fi ght his way through a superior force in a com-
manding position, Brunswick broke off the engagement. Dumouriez and 
Kellermann withdrew to  Sainte- Ménéhould and ordered that the roads 
and fi elds be wasted should the Prus sians attempt a breakthrough. But 
Brunswick had retreated. The battle of Valmy stopped the Prus sian ad-
vance, and the fl edgling French Republic was saved. The author Goethe, 
accompanying the Prus sian army as an observer, immediately understood 
that this victory was a critical turning point in both the war and the 
French Revolution, famously telling the Prus sian troops after the battle 
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that “From this place and this time forth commences a new era in world 
history, and you can say that you  were present at its birth.”18

After Valmy, Dumouriez could have blocked the Prus sian withdrawal 
and demanded an unconditional surrender from the Prus sian king.19 In-
stead, he allowed the Prus sians to evacuate from France intact, a decision 
that would later lead to charges of incompetence and treason. But Du-
mouriez’s actions after Valmy, which have long puzzled military histori-
ans, are explainable by his commitment to Belgian liberation. He and 
LeBrun had always believed that they could sever the  Prus sian- Austrian 
alliance, negotiate a separate peace with Prus sia, and arrange a Franco- 
Prus sian treaty that would guarantee the in de pen dence of Belgium and 
Liège.20 As early as 3 September, despite the Austro- Prus sian invasion of 
France, LeBrun had instructed Félix Desportes, his minister to the Duchy 
of  Deux- Ponts, to initiate negotiations with Frederick William II of Prus-
sia, his hopes for a  Franco- Prus sian alliance having been encouraged by 
Baron von Dohm, Prus sia’s chargé d’affaires at Cologne and an old friend 
from LeBrun’s days in Liège.21 During the battle of Valmy, Dumouriez 
captured Jean Lombard, the private secretary of the Prus sian king, which 
he used as a pretext to initiate his own negotiations with the Prus sians. On 
24 September, he proposed separating Prus sia from Austria and conclud-
ing a  Franco- Prus sian alliance that would guarantee Belgian and Liégeois 
in de pen dence.22

After Valmy, the Duke of Brunswick and Frederick William II  were in 
a desperate position, knowing that Dumouriez’s army could deal them 
another formidable, perhaps fatal blow. The Prus sians therefore agreed to 
negotiate, and although the Austrians also offered talks, Dumouriez would 
negotiate only with the Prus sians. Yet the Prus sians, familiar with his dis-
tinguished ser vice in the Seven Year’s War and diplomatic corps, misun-
derstood Dumouriez’s overture, assuming that it was possible to negotiate 
with the new French government on the position and fate of Louis.23 On 
this assumption, Col o nel Manstein,  aide- de- camp to the king of Prus sia, 
met with Dumouriez on 24 September, telling him that Fredrick William 
wanted neither to continue the war nor to interfere with France’s constitu-
tion but simply to see Louis freed from prison and given some position in 
the French government.24

Later that day, Dumouriez reported his meeting to LeBrun, assuring 
him that offi cial negotiations with the Prus sians would not begin until he 
received approval from Paris:

It is not only battles that have kept me busy, as you will see, my dear Le-
Brun. I have been pressed several times to take part in meetings by the 
Prince of Hohenlohe, an Austrian general, and by the king of Prus sia. I have 
utterly rejected the Austrian insinuations, but profi ting from the capture of 
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a secretary of the king of Prus sia, I had him transmit a memoir made by 
one of my  aides- de- camp, M. Fortaire, according to the information I gave 
him . . . .  The document from M. Manstein is not a negotiation and does 
not commit us to anything, but you can obtain the authority to reply to it, 
and it is this reply that can contain the basis for a negotiation.25

On 26 September, Dumouriez outlined for Servan the terms he had pre-
sented to Manstein: that Prus sia recognize the French Republic, disengage 
from its Austrian alliance, and be satisfi ed with a peaceful intercession in 
favor of Louis; that the Alsatian princes negotiate a settlement with the 
French Republic; and, most important for the Belgian plan, that France 
and Prus sia ally to grant freedom to the people of Belgium and Liège.26 As 
he assured LeBrun, if “these points could be agreed upon, then the two 
nations would soon be united by a treaty of alliance that would grant the 
people of Belgium their liberty.”27 Dumouriez sought support for his 
 Franco- Prus sian negotiations from such policy makers as Pétion (president 
of the newly convened Convention), Danton, and  Billaud- Varanne and 
from Clavière, whom Dumouriez asked to use his considerable infl uence 
among the Jacobins and the Convention to ensure that “the brave Belgians 
win their liberty and we their alliance.”28

Although Dumouriez could have annihilated the allied armies at 
Grandpré on 30 September, entering into his decision to allow Bruns-
wick’s armies unhindered retreat during these negotiations was his preoc-
cupation with the plans for the Belgian invasion that had been interrupted 
by the Argonne campaign. He assured Maret that during these negotia-
tions, he continued to concentrate on “their revolutionary plans for Bel-
gium and Liège.”29 Confi dent that he could negotiate a separate peace 
and alliance with the Prus sians, he sent the greater part of his forces under 
General Beurnonville north to prepare for the invasion.30 Kellermann, 
commander of the Army of the Center, was to escort the allied army to the 
frontier, and to avoid any interference with his Belgian strategy, Du-
mouriez ordered him not to pursue the allied army too closely.

During these negotiations, the Convention’s 21 September decree pro-
claiming the fi rst French Republic reached the Prus sians. Shocked, the 
Prus sians replied with a “second Brunswick Manifesto,” declaring that 
Prus sia would negotiate only with Louis and not until he was restored to 
the throne. Nonetheless, Dumouriez realized that the negotiations  were 
expedient for the Prus sian army, decimated by fever and dysentery and cut 
off from supplies by roads made impassable from heavy rains. So the Prus-
sian command, vulnerable and eager to avoid another battle, encouraged 
continued talks.31 LeBrun and Dumouriez believed that they could now 
shift the theater of war to Belgium and Liège while giving the Prus sian 
negotiations time to bear fruit. As foreign minister, LeBrun made these 
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negotiations his top priority, reasoning that once France had made a sepa-
rate peace with Prus sia, Austria would be defeated and Belgian and Lié-
geois in de pen dence secured.32 He was confi dent that once the “symbol of 
repression” was defeated in the Belgian provinces, future republics could 
be established, leading to a durable Eu ro pe an peace. Thus he supported 
Dumouriez’s diplomacy, directing him “to agree to preliminary guidelines 
to facilitate the Prus sians’ departure from France.”33

To consolidate his control over the execution of his military plans, 
Dumouriez asked Servan to appoint him  commander- in- chief of the 
French armies so as to prosecute the war under a unifi ed command.34 
Servan, however, had resigned on 30 September, making LeBrun interim 
minister of war as well as minister of foreign affairs. LeBrun promptly 
gave Dumouriez command over General Labordonnaye’s Army of the 
North, General Beuronville’s Army of the Center, and General Valence’s 
Army of the Ardennes, collectively now called the Army of Belgium.35 
Dumouriez was now so confi dent of conquering Belgium within the 
month that he told General Biron that he would “spend his carnival sea-
son in Brussels.”36

LeBrun convinced the Executive Council that a  Franco- Prus sian alli-
ance was possible and would enable France to defeat Austria quickly, and 
on 6 October the Executive Council ordered Dumouriez to invade and 
“free the oppressed Belgians.”37 The next day, a euphoric LeBrun wrote to 
Dumouriez that he had the ministers’ full support and to proceed with the 
Belgian invasion immediately, “for glory awaits you. You are going to give 
freedom to your brothers and friends who are waiting for you. You will be 
their father after liberating them.”38

Dumouriez’s victory at Valmy had soon been followed by Montesquiou 
and Anselme’s conquest of Savoy and Nice in late September and then by 
Custine’s successful invasion of the Rhineland, which by 23 October had 
advanced as far as  Frankfurt- am- Main. By early October the war to defend 
the Revolution had become offensive. Everywhere counterrevolutionary 
armies  were in retreat. France, faced with almost certain defeat before the 
National Convention met for the fi rst time on 21 September, had become 
a conquering power.

On 10 October, Dumouriez received a hero’s welcome in Paris, where 
he had returned to discuss war strategy with the Executive Council. On 
12 October, he grandly proclaimed to the Convention that he would soon 
free the Belgians and Liégeois, and the Executive Council voted him un-
limited powers for his Belgian war.39 Dumouriez’s favorable reception and 
pop u lar acclaim boded well for the Belgian plan. LeBrun promised that 
his army would be well supplied and equipped, and Dumouriez expressed 
appreciation for all that LeBrun had done and reaffi rmed their close 
friendship and common goals.40
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LeBrun continued negotiations with the Prus sian government through 
October, still believing that they would produce a separate peace with 
Prus sia, isolate Austria, and become the basis for an eventual qua dru ple 
alliance among France, Prus sia, Great Britain, and the United Provinces. 
Except for Marat’s Journal de la République  and Révolutions de Paris,  the 
Pa ri sian press and the Executive Council supported negotiations with the 
Prus sians.41 Brunswick, recognizing the necessity of these negotiations in 
avoiding open confl ict while on French soil, allowed his French escorts, 
Generals Kellermann and Valence, to believe that he would negotiate a 
 Franco- Prus sian alliance if granted free passage to the  Franco- German 
border. Valence reported to Dumouriez that Brunswick had suggested a 
general armistice, to which he had responded that the French would nego-
tiate on two conditions: Prus sia must recognize the French Republic, and 
the Belgian provinces must be freed from Austrian control and recognized 
as a republic.42 Dumouriez supported Valence’s proposals and promised 
Brunswick that the fate of the French king, not yet put on trial, was nego-
tiable.43

On 23 October, the Prus sian Army crossed the  Franco- German fron-
tier accompanied by three salvos of French artillery. On 25 October, with 
the Prus sians safe within the borders of the Empire, a peace conference 
met at Longwy. To negotiate with Kellerman and Valence, Brunswick was 
accompanied by the Prince of  Hohenlohe- Kirchberg, an Austrian general, 
and two representatives sent by Prus sian Prime Minister  Haugwitz—the 
Prince of Reuss, the Austrian ambassador to Berlin, and the Marquis of 
Lucchesini, a former Prus sian ambassador to Warsaw and confi dant of Fred-
erick William II.44 When Kellermann suggested that the terms of peace 
include recognition of the French Republic and a  hands- off policy with 
respect to the French king, the allied representatives requested time to 
discuss them, maintaining that they had agreed to negotiate only a general 
peace. Lucchesini then declared that further negotiations  were useless 
because the French plan involved dividing the  Austro- Prus sian alliance 
and Austria’s loss of the Belgian provinces, neither of which was acceptable 
to Prus sia.45 When Valence apprised Dumouriez that the negotiations had 
broken down, Dumouriez ordered him to return to his army and prepare 
for the Belgian invasion.46

Although Prus sia’s Frederick William II had been discouraged by the 
humiliating defeat at Valmy and retreat from France, he had never in-
tended to break his alliance with the Hapsburg emperor. The Prus sians 
had seized on the French eagerness for a Prus sian alliance to evacuate their 
army intact and to use the negotiations as leverage in dealing with Austria. 
Even as the talks at Longwy  were underway, Spielmann, the Austrian en-
voy, met with Frederick William and Haugwitz at Merle in Luxembourg 
to press for a future commitment to the war against France. But Haugwitz 
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declared that Prus sia would continue to champion the cause of Louis only 
if all the Eu ro pe an monarchs joined the  anti- French co ali tion and the 
Empire formally declared war on France. Otherwise, he threatened, Prus sia 
would withdraw most of its military support of Austria unless compensated 
immediately with Polish territory.47 The Austrian emperor, recognizing 
that Austria could not support the war alone, reluctantly agreed to the 
Prus sian demands, and the  Austro- Prus sian alliance was reinsured.48

Despite the breakdown of negotiations, LeBrun remained determined 
to gain a Prus sian alliance, working through his secret agent, Mettra, to 
initiate further negotiations with von Dohm, now the Prus sian minister- 
resident at Cologne.49 LeBrun’s agents Mandrillon and the Count de 
Geroni also approached Lucchesini about continued Franco- Prus sian ne-
gotiations. These attempts failed when the Prus sian king demanded assur-
ances regarding the safety of the royal family and ordered von Dohm not 
to engage in any discussions with the French that referred to Austria.50

But the military success of the young French Republic and the failure 
of the counterrevolutionary cause had forced the allies to abandon their 
justifi cation for the war. Without hope of restoring the French monarchy, 
 Mercy- Argenteau observed, the war now seemed pointless.51 Yet territorial 
compensation remained negotiable.  Mercy- Argenteau wanted war to con-
tinue to safeguard Austrian control of Belgium and Liège so as to exchange 
them for Bavaria, while Prus sia sought territorial compensation in Poland. 
Meanwhile, Great Britain maintained its strict neutrality despite the suc-
cess of the French armies, and by late October the British cabinet was 
considering formally recognizing the French Republic.

In Paris, the National Convention had held its fi rst session on 21 Sep-
tember, the day after the victory at Valmy. Despite the rejoicing over Du-
mouriez’s victory, France faced overwhelming problems. Although the 
Convention had proclaimed a republic, France did not yet have a republi-
can constitution. The government was, in effect, the National Conven-
tion, a body of 749 contentious deputies who debated and decided all 
legislative issues, leaving LeBrun and the other ministers of the Provisional 
Executive Council to carry on the executive functions with or without 
consultation.

Ineffi ciency and confusion reigned. The deputies elected a new presi-
dent each month and, apart from the uncoordinated activities of special 
committees, had no apparatus for making immediate policy decisions. 
Responsibility was collective, and the fl oor of the Convention was in a 
perpetual state of disorder.52 A constant fl ow of petitioners, patriotic dem-
onstrations, and mob rowdiness from the galleries plagued the deputies.53 
The growing antagonism between the Girondins and the Montagnards, 
the radical Jacobins who sat in the upper benches of the Convention, 
disrupted their attempts to govern. Personal animosities, opposing attitudes 
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toward Paris, and the fi ght for control of the government  were protracted 
and bitter, a continuation of the  Robespierre- Brissot struggle that had de-
veloped during the Legislative Assembly. It was heightened when Robespi-
erre had attempted to arrest Brissot and Roland during the September 
Massacres in an abortive attempt to remove them from power.54

The Girondins occupied the major positions on the Convention’s spe-
cial committees, having profi ted from their experience in the Legislative 
Assembly and their talents as speakers and writers. The most infl uential 
faction during the fi rst fi ve months of the republic, they sought to stabilize 
the government, preserve order, consolidate power, and moderate domes-
tic policy.55 In the Convention and the press, the Girondins attacked the 
Montagnard leaders, Robespierre, Marat, and Danton, as dangerous radi-
cals seeking to reduce France to social, economic, and po liti cal chaos and 
establish a  Paris- centered dictatorship. But neither group dominated the 
Convention, and to establish a stable government the Girondins needed 
the support of the majority in the Convention, whom the deputies referred 
to as “the Plain.”

Conversely, the Montagnards  were convinced that the Girondins would 
ultimately betray the Revolution and maintain their supremacy in the 
Convention by allying with reactionary forces. They abhorred the Giron-
din emphasis on local initiative rather than centralized government, and 
drew their strongest support from the Paris Commune and the  forty- eight 
sections, largely dominated by the sans- culottes. The po liti cal and eco-
nomic aspirations of the sections  were often in confl ict with those of the 
national government, and their growing power and in de pen dence during 
late 1792 and early 1793 intensifi ed the friction between the two factions. 
The Girondins’ attacks on Pa ri sian infl uence on national politics and its 
assumption of po liti cal in de pen dence only solidifi ed the alliance of the 
Montagnards and sans- culottes. The infl uential Montagnard press included 
Marat’s Ami du peuple and Prudhomme’s Révolutions de Paris,  the most 
widely read paper in Paris and throughout France.56

On 16 October, the radical members of the Jacobin Club expelled Bris-
sot and other prominent Girondins, and the breach between the two fac-
tions became open po liti cal warfare consisting of shrill personal attacks 
and continual interruptions of debates and calls for  roll- call votes, reduc-
ing the Convention to deadlock and stalling legislation. In this hostile at-
mosphere, the Convention began proceedings to try the king, which now 
became the focal point of the  Girondin- Montagnard battle.

Heightening the factional strife was France’s worsening economic situ-
ation, especially in Paris. The steadily increasing requisitioning for the 
army contributed to the growing infl ation and grain shortages that plagued 
France. These, along with lagging wages and unemployment, caused great 
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hardships for the sans- culottes, resulting in further riots and demonstra-
tions. War time economic dislocations also caused considerable unrest in 
the provinces and insurrections in Chartres, Blois, Vendôme, Nogent- le- 
Rotrou, Le Mans, and Tours.57 Although the Legislative Assembly had 
authorized emergency price controls in September, the Convention voted 
to discontinue them and ordered troops to restore order throughout the 
country.

Overwhelmed with these pressing domestic issues, the deputies debated 
 foreign- policy issues but did not decide them. Consequently, LeBrun as 
foreign minister almost unilaterally formulated foreign policy and guided 
it through the Provisional Executive Council and the Diplomatic Com-
mittee of the Convention. The Diplomatic Committee reported to the 
Convention only after the Executive Council had already approved deci-
sions that  were then exposed to the harangues and po liti cal manipulations 
of the Convention’s leaders, the irresponsible maneuvering of the factions, 
and the pop u lar enthusiasm of the deputies, most of whom lacked experi-
ence in foreign affairs. Although the legislative record makes the French 
foreign policy of the time appear improvised and chaotic, it followed a 
consistent direction that refl ected LeBrun’s resolve.58 The Girondins and 
Montagnards did not differ essentially on these issues and reached consen-
sus on LeBrun’s foreign policy. Robespierre’s earlier opposition to the war 
had been expedient, not principled, and after the overthrow of Louis, nei-
ther he, Danton, nor Marat, could afford to court unpopularity by oppos-
ing the war.59 LeBrun and Dumouriez had powerful allies in both factions, 
and the Montagnard Révolutions de Paris  echoed support for LeBrun’s 
policies.60

On 24 October, the Executive Council once again approved Du-
mouriez’s strategy for conquering Belgium and Liège, even though it risked 
expanding the war to include the major powers of Eu rope. The French 
justifi cation for war (like that of the allies) had also shifted, as a Belgian 
invasion was no longer necessary for the defense of France and the Revolu-
tion, which the French armies had clearly settled. Instead of continuing 
the war, France could have chosen to compromise with the  Austro- Prus sian 
co ali tion and conclude an armistice recognizing the partition of Poland 
and a  Belgian- Bavarian exchange. But such a compromise would have 
been antithetical to LeBrun and Dumouriez’s Belgian plan and was ideo-
logically unacceptable to the majority of deputies, and thus the continua-
tion of the war was never in doubt or debated in Paris. On 26 October, 
Dumouriez issued his manifesto to the Belgians promising to deliver them 
from Austrian tyranny, respect their rights, and allow them to establish a 
government based on pop u lar sovereignty. “Belgians!” he wrote, “We are 
brothers; our cause is the same.”61 The Executive Committee’s decree of 24 
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October and Dumouriez’s manifesto, submitted to the Convention on 1 
November,  were unanimously adopted. The Belgian plan had become of-
fi cial French policy.

Continuation of the war and the invasion of the Belgian provinces  were 
universally supported by the deputies, justifi ed as a spontaneous appeal to 
the peoples of Eu rope against the “co ali tion of crowns.” The absence of 
re sis tance to the advance of the revolutionary armies and the enthusiastic 
welcome of the French as liberators in Savoy and in the Rhineland cities 
confi rmed the view that the Revolution was exportable and welcomed. 
The Principles of 1789, the ideological underpinning of the French Revo-
lution, now shaped French foreign as well as domestic policy. Apostles of 
universal liberty such as Anacharsis Cloots and Camille Desmoulins pro-
moted the moral regeneration of Eu rope through unlimited revolution. 
Revolutionary fervor and confi dence intensifi ed after Valmy and perme-
ated the po liti cal clubs, the journals, the army, and public opinion. Depu-
ties spoke with a revolutionary vocabulary and manner of expression that, 
as sincere as it may have been, soon also became part of the politics of 
survival: One must pay homage to it whether one believed it or not. Both 
factions continued to support the war as long as they could see it as a 
moral ideological struggle between liberty and despotism.

LeBrun and Dumouriez benefi ted from this highly charged atmo-
sphere, as it allowed them to pursue a policy that would liberate Belgium 
and Liège and create an in de pen dent Belgian Republic.62 As foreign min-
ister, LeBrun could depend upon the powerful rationale of revolutionary 
ideology, the most infl uential general of the republic, and the  well- or ga nized 
Belgian and Liégeois patriots in the pursuit of his policies. LeBrun had 
made the decision and gained its ac cep tance; the Council, backed by the 
Convention, had cleared the way; and Dumouriez acted to implement it.

Dumouriez had left Paris on 18 October to begin his Belgian military 
campaign. After receiving a tumultuous accolade in Cambrai, his birth-
place, he arrived at Valenciennes, headquarters of the Army of Belgium, 
on 20 October. As commander in chief, Dumouriez ordered General La-
bourdonnaye, named commander of the Army of the North on 4 Novem-
ber, to invade Belgium through Tournai. General Valence, commander of 
the Army of the Ardennes, would march on Namur. Dumouriez, leading 
his Army of Belgium, reinforced by the two  Belgian- Liégeois corps, would 
attack Mons.63

Near Mons, Dumouriez’s forces faced an Austrian army commanded by 
Duke Albert of  Saxe- Teschen, less than half its size, fi rmly entrenched on the 
heights of Jemappes. On 6 November, Dumouriez’s dense columns broke 
through the thin Austrian lines and, despite heavy losses, won the battle of 
Jemappes. Dumouriez himself led his soldiers, armed with pikes and chant-
ing the “Marseillaise.” The aftermath of the battle was staggering. The Aus-
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trian army retreated in panic along roads already choked with priests and 
nobles fl eeing the approaching French scourge. The battle of Jemappes was 
the fi rst in which the French used the revolutionary tactics of mass assault, 
later improved by Lazare Carnot and perfected by Napoleon. Valmy had 
been a defensive victory, gained largely by the superiority of French artillery. 
Jemappes was an offensive victory, carried by the sheer weight of men and 
numbers. Jemappes, with its promising consequences for the French Repub-
lic, made a profound impression on the other Eu ro pe an powers.64

Dumouriez advanced rapidly into Belgium, meeting only token re sis-
tance, and took Brussels on 14 November. Deshacquets, who accompanied 
Dumouriez throughout the conquest, described Dumouriez’s joyful en-
trance into Brussels: “This morning, our troops entered in the midst of the 
cheering of the people, whose support is manifest in their joy and grati-
tude.”65 By the time Dumouriez’s army entered Liège on 27 November, the 
Liégeois patriots had already instigated a successful second Liégeois Revo-
lution.66 The conquest of the Belgian provinces was completed when Gen-
eral Miranda and his forces reached the Scheldt and seized Antwerp on 29 
November. In one month, Dumouriez’s troops had occupied Liège and all 
of the Belgian provinces except heavily fortifi ed Luxembourg.67

In Paris, the effect of the victory at Jemappes was electric, and the news 
was greeted with jubilation. Vergniaud, addressing the Convention on 9 
November, was exultant: “Sing, sing the victory that will be for all human-
ity! Men perished, but their deaths will prevent other deaths. In the name 
of the universal brotherhood that you will establish, I swear that each of 
your battles will be a step toward peace, humanity, and the happiness of all 
peoples.” Dumouriez’s victory was a decisive defeat for the concert of 
crowns. The deputies’ vision of a new Eu rope freed from feudal custom and 
tyrannical oppression, each country peaceful and responsible for its own 
 well- being and prosperity, seemed on the verge of realization.68

Foreign Minister LeBrun was so elated by the victory at Jemappes that 
he named his newborn daughter  Civilis- Victoire- Jemappes- Dumouriez. 
LeBrun congratulated Dumouriez on his triumph, courage, and contribu-
tion to the liberty of the Belgians.69 He urged the general and his forces to 
immediately take the next step of their Belgian plan by establishing a revo-
lutionary authority in Belgium and Liège to replace all administrators and 
authoritative bodies with freely elected justices of the peace and provi-
sional municipal governments, to convoke assemblies to establish a gov-
ernment for the new republic, and to or ga nize an active and a reserve 
Belgian military force. His joy and his close partnership with Dumouriez 
 were evident:

My only regret is not to be able to be there with you and with them to join 
my enthusiasm to yours, but I hope that in the name of friendship you will 
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let me know all that happens. You can count on my punctuality in answer-
ing you letter for letter. You know of my interest in this great  revolution—an 
interest that I share with you; and you can count on every means in my 
power and on my reputation in the Council to facilitate the glorious task 
that was kept for you. I will be so happy if I can see the Belgians and the 
Liégeois permanently and perfectly granted their freedom. This is the one 
and only reward I covet for my zeal and solicitude.



C h a p t e r  7

Stalemate in the 
Belgian Provinces, 
November–December 
1792

Following the victory at Jemappes, Dumouriez, LeBrun, and the Com-
mittee of United Belgians and Liégeois immediately put into action their 
administrative and po liti cal plans for the establishment of an in de pen dent 
Belgian Republic. On 8 November, just two days after his defeat of the 
Austrians, Dumouriez issued another manifesto to the Belgians proclaim-
ing that they would be free to or ga nize a new government as they wished, 
on the condition that it be decided upon by representatives elected from 
the entire nation.1 The fi rst step was to be the demo cratic election of pro-
visional representatives, replacing the Austrian administration with new 
local and provincial governments to manage public funds and rapidly or-
ga nize a national army to replace the conquering French troops. Once all 
the Belgian provinces  were liberated and had established local administra-
tions, the Belgians would elect a national assembly to devise a constitution 
based on pop u lar sovereignty. The obvious intent of this plan was to pre-
vent the former administrations and the estates, which represented only 
the privileged classes, from reassuming power even provisionally.

That this plan and its execution was a result of close collaboration and 
extensive planning among Dumouriez, LeBrun, and the Committee of 
United Belgians and Liégeois is clear from their ample correspondence.2 
On 3 November, LeBrun informed Cornet de Grez, the Vonckist leader 
with whom he was coordinating implementation inside the Belgian prov-
inces, that the Executive Council had approved allowing the Belgians to 
adopt a constitution ensuring liberty, equality, and pop u lar sovereignty, 
adding “You know my  long- standing attachment to the glorious cause that 
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you serve, and you can be sure that under any circumstances I will keep on 
serving with all my power and with the same zeal that I showed during the 
fi rst revolution in Liège, and perhaps with better results.”3 Maret had con-
ferred with Vonck on 4 November at Lille and then joined Dumouriez at 
Valenciennes to coordinate their plans for Belgium and Liège, reporting to 
LeBrun that Dumouriez had “showed me all of his po liti cal projects for 
Belgium. I could almost imagine that he was reporting the talks we had in 
Paris with you, Digneffe, and Walckiers. All of his ideas correspond to 
ours.”4

Their plan included the immediate establishment of a French agency to 
help or ga nize new local administrations within occupied Belgium and 
distribute republican literature to educate the Belgian people in republican 
ideals.5 As the French army advanced, the Committee of United Belgians 
and Liégeois, veterans of the 1789 revolutions and experienced in covert 
efforts to demo cratize the Belgian provinces after the Austrian reconquest 
of 1790, successfully set up municipal and provincial administrations in 
all parts of the occupied territories. They or ga nized the election of repre-
sentatives to municipal assemblies at Mons on 8 November and Tournai 
on 15 November, following procedures established by the French agency.6 
Dumouriez, LeBrun, and their agents understood the enormous effort 
required to overcome Statist opposition to their goal of transforming Bel-
gium into a demo cratic republic. To that end, LeBrun told the Commit-
tee, they could not use force to make the provinces adopt a republican 
constitution but  were free to use all po liti cal means of persuasion.7 
Lieutenant- Col o nel Bourdois worked in Hainaut, Pierre Chépy in Flan-
ders, and Charles Metman in Brussels, while Alexander Courtois traveled 
throughout Belgium. In Mons, Tournai, and Brussels they established 
temporary local administrations supported by French occupation forces. A 
fl urry of po liti cal activity thus followed Dumouriez’s army as it liberated 
the rest of Belgium and Liège.

On 17 November, Dumouriez, having occupied Brussels, proclaimed 
the sovereignty of the Belgian people.8 On 18 November, the people of 
Brussels elected a provisional municipal government, which the next day 
called upon other local and provincial administrations to join them in or-
ga niz ing a Belgian army and the nation’s fi nances.9 The list of provisional 
representatives elected in Brussels represented a great victory for the patri-
ots, as it included primarily Vonckist leaders and patriots, including Wal-
ckiers, Torfs, Verlooy, Rosières, and Cornet de Grez, all members of the 
Committee of United Belgians and Liégeois.10

Most of the communes of Hainaut, Tournaisis, Namur, Flanders, and 
West Flanders quickly elected provisional municipal administrations. 
Elections  were held on 19 November in Tournaisis and West Flanders, on 
21 November in Hainaut, on 28 November in Flanders, and on 5 December 
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in Namur.11 All the provisional assemblies, having declared their in de pen-
dence from Austria,  were animated by an enthusiastic patriotism.12 There 
remained just one fi nal step: or ga niz ing a national convention that would 
create a united Belgian and Liégeois Republic.

On 25 November, the Brussels assembly sent deputies to Paris to ex-
press the gratitude of the Belgian people to the National Convention and 
to request that France formally recognize  Belgian- Liégeois in de pen dence. 
On 4 December, Torfs read a statement he had written with Walkiers, 
Balza, and LeBrun to the Convention in the name of the Belgian and Lié-
geois people.13 Declaring that “the rumor that the Belgians and Liégeois 
 were not ready for their in de pen dence was false,” he asked the deputies to 
offi cially recognize the Belgian Republic and to refuse to conclude treaties 
with nations that did not recognize Belgian in de pen dence. The Conven-
tion immediately adopted the proposed decree, its president telling the 
Belgian people that “Our treaty of alliance and reciprocal protection is 
written by nature’s hand. . . .  You have friends, brothers, and support here.”

In the month following Jemappes, the work of LeBrun, Dumouriez, 
the Committee of United Belgians and Liégeois and the French agents and 
Belgian patriots, had resulted in most of the towns of Hainaut, Tournaisis, 
Namur, Flanders, and West Flanders favoring the election of a national 
convention that would establish a demo cratic Belgian government.14 
Cornet de Grez praised LeBrun for championing the rights of his people 
and declared that Dumouriez’s efforts had made him a Belgian national 
hero.15

Although Belgian support for the French invasion was strong, it was not 
unqualifi ed. In the autumn of 1792, Belgians may have been largely united 
in their hatred of Austria and their desire to be liberated from Hapsburg 
control, but they  were still divided socially and po liti cally. This was espe-
cially true in Brabant, the center of Statist sentiment, where po liti cal divi-
sions appeared early. On 14 November, Deshacquets wrote to LeBrun that 
he feared that Belgium would soon again “be troubled by this miserable 
partisan spirit that splits the Belgians into Vonckists and van der Nootists. 
The cockades already show a distinction. A [Statist] answer to the mani-
festo Dumouriez gave in Mons is already circulating; in it, they pretend 
that nothing must be reformed in the constitution, that is, they want to 
keep their monks and their Estates.”16 On 20 November, an anonymous 
Vonckist warned LeBrun that the reactionary hold of the Statists over the 
Brabançons was very strong and that they  were again deceiving the Bel-
gians by claiming that the Joyous Entry, the traditional constitution of 
Brabant, protected everyone’s rights. Statists  were strongly opposed to the 
general election of a Belgian national convention as Dumouriez insisted.17 
Instead, van der Noot recommended a constitutional monarchy under a 
prince to be chosen from the  House of Orange, Brandenburg, or Hanover 
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to govern under the Joyous Entry. In his congratulatory letter of 26 No-
vember to Dumouriez, he predicted that because the Belgians  were not as 
po liti cally advanced as the French, democracy would fail in Belgium.18

After the initial rapid or ga ni za tion of the new city government of Brus-
sels, it appeared that all Brabant would soon be caught up in the fl urry of 
reform sweeping the other Belgian provinces and Liège.19 By late Novem-
ber, however, Brussels was the only Brabançon town to have accepted a 
demo cratic basis for a national government, the hostility to reform having 
slowed the pace of the elections and sabotaged efforts to establish demo-
cratic local governments.20 During November, the Statists gained more 
ground, and by early December the inhabitants of Antwerp, Louvain, 
Vilvorde, and Tirlemont voted to maintain the supremacy of the estates 
and the Joyous Entry and to “live and die in the Holy Catholic Church.”21 
When the Brabançon conservatives outside Brussels refused to modify 
their stand on the power of the estates, agents of the Committee of United 
Belgians and Liégeois pressed many of the Brabançon towns to hold a 
second round of elections. The results  were equally unsatisfactory. Those 
elected to local governments in Brabant stubbornly refused to cooperate 
with Brussels, effectively preventing the or ga ni za tion of a provincial as-
sembly and undermining the Brussels council’s efforts to establish a na-
tional constitutional convention.22

LeBrun, doing everything in his power to establish pop u lar sovereignty 
in Belgium and Liège, took the radical step of convincing the Executive 
Council and then the National Convention to open the Scheldt River to 
international trade. (16 November decree) Since the Peace of Westphalia in 
1648, the Scheldt, which connected the Belgian city of Antwerp to the sea, 
had been closed to international commerce to protect the economic inter-
ests of the United Provinces. That policy, which had turned Amsterdam 
into a major fi nancial and commercial center and Belgium into an eco-
nomic backwater, had been ratifi ed by the Great Powers fi ve times in the 
eigh teenth century, most recently by Britain, the United Provinces, Prus sia, 
and Austria at the 1790 conferences at Reichenbach and The Hague. Al-
though LeBrun understood the international implications of declaring the 
opening of the Scheldt, he took those risks hoping to thereby unite the Bel-
gians behind the creation of a united republic.23 As he explained to the 
Committee of United Belgians and Liégeois, his purpose was to win the 
friendship of the people of Antwerp, who  were strongly opposed to demo-
cratic principles. A strong advocate of free trade, LeBrun believed the mea-
sure would ensure Belgian prosperity and that the Belgians would be 
grateful to the French for reestablishing their commercial vitality.24

Yet even this bold step was not suffi cient to stem the rising conservative 
tide in Brabant. On 8 December, a co ali tion of Brabançon Vonckists led 
by Verlooy, faced with the impasse created by Statist re sis tance to a consti-
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tutional convention and fearing that delay would strengthen the Statists’ 
support and forestall the election of a preponderantly demo cratic conven-
tion, asked Dumouriez to authorize the newly elected provisional repre-
sentatives to serve as deputies to the convention rather than hold additional 
elections.25 Dumouriez rejected Verlooy’s proposal, however, believing 
that the government created under this plan would not adequately repre-
sent moderate elements in Belgium, and on 12 December called for elec-
tions to a Belgian national convention to meet at Alost on 9 January 
1793.26 His decision was strongly infl uenced by his old friend Cornet de 
Grez, who favored new elections for a national convention as the best way 
to get the aristocratic Statists to cooperate with the Vonckists in the reor-
ga ni za tion of Belgium. De Grez was optimistic that the Statists, having 
learned from the mistakes of 1790, would resolve their differences with 
the Vonckists in the best interests of an in de pen dent Belgium.27 But the 
Statist triumph in Brabant now doomed any reconciliation between the 
two factions elsewhere in Belgium, as the Brabançon Statists energetically 
propagandized the other provinces for their program and by early Decem-
ber  were successful in winning additional elections.

To counter their infl uence, LeBrun had urged Dumouriez since before 
the occupation of Brussels to march quickly to Liège and liberate the Lié-
geois, believing that together the Liégeois and Vonckists could outweigh 
the opposition of the Brabant Estates in the creation of a united republic. 
LeBrun pressed Dumouriez to wage a decisive war against the Austrians to 
reassure the Belgians and Liégeois that they would never again have to fear 
an Austrian reconquest. Only then, LeBrun maintained, would they be 
free to complete the civil and military or ga ni za tion of the new republic.28 
On 28 November, an exuberant Dumouriez had announced to LeBrun 
that he had at last liberated the Liégeois.29

The Belgian plan had proceeded smoothly in Liège after its liberation 
because of its established tradition of pop u lar sovereignty and the collec-
tive memory of its Revolution of 1789. Strong  pro- French sentiment, the 
presence of Dumouriez’s occupation army under General Thouvenot, and 
the work of the Committee of United Belgians and Liégeois, notably that 
of Fabry, all helped considerably. By the end of November, Dumouriez 
called on the Liégeois, whom he called the “grenadiers of the Belgian 
Revolution,” to convoke primary assemblies in their communes to elect 
deputies to a Liégeois national convention. Dumouriez and LeBrun  were 
convinced that the rapid formation of a demo cratic government in Liège 
in December would overcome the opposition of the proponents of provin-
cial separatism and the autonomy of the estates reasserting themselves 
throughout Belgium.30

But by this time, Dumouriez’s efforts to unite the Belgians  were also 
being threatened by the deteriorating condition of his army and opposition 
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to his Belgian strategy in Paris. Dumouriez most vehemently protested the 
attempt of Jean Nicholas Pache, named minister of war on 18 October, to 
reor ga nize the provisioning of the French armies. Traditionally, each gen-
eral was responsible for seeing to the provisioning of his own army, and 
Dumouriez had tailored his po liti cal and economic occupation policy to 
encourage the Belgians to choose a pop u lar government. From the begin-
ning of the French occupation of Belgium and Liège, he had prohibited his 
offi cers from making requisitions on the local population. After liberating 
Brussels, he had announced that he would stimulate the Belgian economy 
by buying all supplies from Belgian contractors. He ordered the offi cers to 
pay for all purchases in numéraire (specie, or hard currency backed by 
gold) rather than in French assignats (paper money whose value fl uctuated 
because of currency speculation after 1789), as Belgian confi dence in the 
unstable assignat was understandably low. Dumouriez was also counting 
on a “voluntary” loan of 40,000,000 fl orins from the Belgian clergy to 
cover occupation expenses and assumed that the new Belgian Republic 
would pay his remaining debts at the end of the war.31

Pache, however, wanted to create a central agency coordinated from 
Paris to oversee the provisioning of all French armies and relieve generals 
of this responsibility. Accordingly, on 10 November, Pache, together with 
Monge, the minister of justice, and Clavière, the minister of fi nance, had 
created a Directory of Purchases.32 Pache, hoping to bolster the ailing 
French economy, then refused to authorize the purchases of some of 
Dumouriez’s Belgian contractors and commissioners. The new Directory 
of Purchases also abrogated all contracts between Dumouriez’s commis-
sioners and Belgian suppliers for provisioning his army. Dumouriez vehe-
mently objected to the creation of the Directory of Purchases, calling its 
directors “speculators and monopolists.”33 Nevertheless, the Directory 
took over all military supplies, buying exclusively from French suppliers 
and failing to fulfi ll its supply orders, causing severe shortages for the 
French armies in Belgium.34

In late November, Dumouriez desperately appealed to Henri Baptiste 
Grégoire, president of the Convention, for help in relieving his army’s mis-
erable condition. Comparing the condition of his army in Belgium to the 
 well- supplied, fully equipped army he had commanded before Valmy in 
September, he wrote that “we suddenly lack stores, paymasters, and hospi-
tals” and that conditions had become as woeful as those he had reported to 
the Assembly in June when he had accepted appointment as minister of 
war.35 Grégoire read Dumouriez’s letter to the Convention, which sent it 
to the joint War and Finance committees for investigation.

Meanwhile, Pache had gone so far as to order the arrest of three of Du-
mouriez’s war  contractors—d’Espagnac, Malus, and Petit  Jean—on 
charges of profi teering.36 They  were summoned to Paris and interrogated 
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at the bar of the Convention on 1 December. D’Espagnac, speaking for all 
three, argued their innocence so persuasively that the deputies applauded 
his speech and exonerated them of all charges.

In early December, Dumouriez again complained bitterly to the policy-
makers in Paris about his army’s deteriorating condition.37 At the foreign 
ministry, an alarmed LeBrun urged Pache to hasten supplies to the French 
forces in Belgium and sent Rouhière, an offi cial in the ministry and a 
trusted friend, to assess the condition of the army in Belgium and the mo-
rale of its commander in chief.38 From Belgium, Rouhière described in 
depressing detail Dumouriez’s anger and frustration over the terrible con-
dition of his army: “I tell you with sorrow, you cannot imagine from afar 
the miserable conditions of the army and the position of the brave man 
who leads it. You have to be there, to see and be distressed.”39 Rouhière, 
too, blamed the Ministry of War and pleaded with LeBrun to champion 
Dumouriez’s cause in the Executive Council.

Dumouriez presented his case directly to the Convention, enclosing his 
entire correspondence with the minister.40 Dumouriez’s dispute with 
Pache, joined by other angry French commanders, further infl amed the 
factional struggle between the Montagnards and the Girondins.41 The 
Montagnards rallied to support Pache, while the Girondins demanded 
that he be called before the Convention to explain his neglect of the 
French armies. Not until 9 December did Pache present a report explain-
ing his actions to the Convention, which was sent to the War and Finance 
committees for investigation.

Dumouriez’s case was supported by an investigation ordered by the 
Executive Council, who at the end of November had sent Camus, Delac-
roix, Gossin, and Danton to Dumouriez’s headquarters in Brussels to ex-
amine the inconsistencies between his charges and Pache and Clavière’s 
reponses. En route the commissioners observed that troop morale was 
high, but confi rmed that the army was in a deplorable condition. Reach-
ing Brussels, they  were so appalled at the lack of clothing, blankets, and 
forage in Dumouriez’s headquarters that they rushed Camus back to Paris 
to make an urgent appeal to the Convention for action.42 Speaking before 
the Convention on 12 December, Camus confi rmed the problems uncov-
ered by the commissioners: The French armies in Belgium lacked the bare 
essentials in equipment, food, and clothing, and desertions  were depleting 
their ranks. As Camus was appearing before the Convention, General 
Thouvenot was arguing Dumouriez’s case against Pache before the Execu-
tive Council.

The grave supply problem was further complicated by the failure of 
Dumouriez’s fi nancial policy in Belgium. His decision to use numéraire 
for supplies and paying his troops had proven prohibitively costly, as the 
French lost more than half of their war funding by exchanging assignats 
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for the gold and silver with which they paid the Belgians. In the eyes of the 
deputies, France was being drained of specie and her precarious economy 
exposed to the incalculable strain of a further fall in the value of the as-
signat, and Dumouriez was increasingly forced to pay Belgian suppliers 
with the reviled assignats. The Belgian clergy had not been eager to fur-
nish the loan he had counted on to solve this problem, and Camus esti-
mated that only 10 percent of it had yet been raised.43 Belgian resentment 
over the requested loans and French paper money  rose, and those who had 
supplies withheld them from sale, increasing shortages even more. Back in 
France, the costs of war and Dumouriez’s fi nancial diffi culties in Belgium 
 were placing a great strain on the French Republic’s fi nances. Extraordi-
nary war expenditures reached 60,000,000 livres in the fi rst half of De-
cember.44 The Executive Council met on 14 December with the combined 
Diplomatic, War, and Finance committees to review the Belgian situation 
and French occupation policies. First on the agenda was the commissioners’ 
report on the condition of the armies in Belgium.

Pache’s opposition to Dumouriez’s Belgian strategy was military as well 
as fi nancial. Before the general’s successful invasion and occupation of the 
Belgian provinces and Liège, the then new minister of war had ordered 
Dumouriez to instead pursue and defeat the  Austro- Prus sian army in the 
Rhineland.45 Dumouriez had refused:

We are compelled to the Belgian war no less by considerations of interest 
than by a desire to promote the progress of reason and philosophy. All des-
pots are quite positively our enemies; but only one is very dangerous: he is 
the head of the  House of Austria. He feels a personal hatred against us, 
grounded in the huge loss he suffered upon our liberation; in his vanity, 
outraged by Antoinette; and fi nally in the fact that the contact between our 
territories left his ambition and greed no choice but either to subjugate 
them as in the past, or to give up some of his best provinces in losing the 
Low Countries.

On this basis, as foreign minister, I isolated Austria from her allies. On 
this basis I brought about war and all the campaign plans. My defense in 
the Ardennes and my offensive in the Low Countries ought to give you 
confi dence in my plans.46

At that time, Dumouriez had gained support for his Belgian strategy from 
the Executive Council, and by the time he responded to Pache, his conquest 
of Belgium and Liège had become a fait accompli and im mensely pop u lar in 
Paris. Nevertheless, by late November, after the conquest of Liège, Pache 
was once again urging Dumouriez to invade the Rhineland, join Custine’s 
army, and deliver the coup de grâce  to the  Austro- Prus sian forces.47

Instead, Dumouriez wanted to next seize the Dutch fortress of Mae-
stricht and conquer Holland, both to gain access to the resources of the 
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prosperous United Provinces to support his army and to create a “sister 
republic” or liberated buffer between Belgium and the declared enemies of 
France. Despite their mutual devotion to the Belgian plan, on 28 Novem-
ber LeBrun protested to Dumouriez that he feared a French invasion of 
Holland would bring its ally Britain into the war, a development LeBrun 
was at the time attempting to avoid through diplomatic channels.48 Yet 
Dumouriez insisted on the Dutch invasion, telling the foreign minister 
that recent conferences with the Batavian committee of exiled Dutch 
patriots had persuaded him that an invasion would ignite a revolution in 
the Dutch Netherlands and that the French victory over the Stadholder’s 
regime would be so rapid that Britain would not have time to enter the war 
before it was over.49 Besides, Dumouriez added, according to the intelli-
gence that had reached him, Britain itself was near revolution because of 
the failure of Pitt’s parliamentary reform bills. Therefore, he argued, he 
must attack the United Provinces as soon as possible, as by the following 
spring all of Eu rope would be allied against France, creating a “formidable 
league that could crush us.” The conquest of the United Provinces was es-
sential to the in de pen dence of Belgium and Liège: “The Treaty of The 
Hague is a sword suspended over Belgium; let us break this Treaty by de-
livering Holland and creating a French ally.” For the time being, however, 
LeBrun continued to oppose the invasion of Holland in the interest of 
maintaining British and Dutch neutrality, and the Executive Council sup-
ported him.50

The French conquests and occupation of foreign territory had not only 
radically altered France’s position in the war but also raised a series of 
largely unanticipated practical and po liti cal problems affecting its rela-
tionships with foreign governments and nationalities. A major problem 
facing the French occupation was who should fi nance the liberation of 
these territories. The deputies, aware that General Custine had alienated 
the Rhinelanders by forcing them to pay for his occupation, nonetheless 
recognized that France could not support her armies on foreign territories 
by themselves indefi nitely. There also was the question of whether France 
should force the circulation of assignats in the conquered territories and 
incur additional hostility from their inhabitants.

The occupation raised the po liti cal and ideological question of France’s 
obligation to protect and support patriots in the conquered areas who had 
actively aided the French occupiers and wished to institute democracy 
there against powerful local re sis tance. If France withdrew its troops from 
the occupied areas, those patriots would become victims of the counter-
revolutionary forces, and the French, having encouraged revolt and the 
establishment of regimes based on pop u lar sovereignty, seemed obligated 
to protect them and their fl edgling revolutionary governments. The Con-
vention was faced with a dilemma. Coercive action by the French republican 
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armies to establish demo cratic governments and to recover from the oc-
cupied peoples the cost of liberating and protecting them would contra-
dict the revolutionary government’s declared renunciation of wars of 
conquest and the doctrine of pop u lar sovereignty, but the French could 
not allow the initiative to pass to counterrevolutionary forces as was hap-
pening in Belgium. Because of these apparent contradictions, the revolu-
tionary government faced increasing international indignation and 
hostility from neutral nations. For this dilemma the Convention could 
fi nd no simple solution.

These problems  were brought to the fore by requests for annexation 
from Nice and the Rhineland that the Convention received in November. 
They feared possible reconquest by their former oppressors. On 4 November, 
two members of the Society of the Defenders of Liberty and Equality of 
Nice appeared before the deputies and petitioned for annexation to France. 
On 3, 15, and 18 November, the Convention also heard appeals from rep-
resentatives from the Rhineland urging it to decree that France would aid 
all oppressed people desiring to overthrow their tyrannical rulers. In the 
words of  Philippe- Jacques Rühl, a deputy from Alsace, because “France, 
not content with having broken her own irons, broke those of other people 
and raised everywhere altars of liberty, . . .  it is necessary that she take 
with them the sacred engagements of defending them with all the strength 
of the Republic.”

These annexation requests  were sent to the Diplomatic and Constitu-
tion Committees, where they  were ultimately rejected on the grounds 
that requests for “reunion” with France could be considered only if sub-
mitted by properly constituted primary electoral assemblies.51 Although 
this action was consistent with France’s renunciation of conquests and the 
principle of  self- determination, the deputies looked for other ways short 
of annexation in which they might support the demo cratic movements 
within its occupied territories. On19 November, La Reveillière- Lépaux, 
representing the committees, recommended that the Convention adopt 
the following decree in response to requests for aid from other nations: 
“The National Convention declares, in the name of the French nation, 
that it will grant fraternity and assistance to all peoples who wish to re-
cover their liberty; and charges the executive power to give the generals 
the necessary orders for bringing aid to such peoples and to defend citi-
zens who have been or who might be, harassed for the cause of liberty.” 
The deputies, beset with their own factional battles and the  on- the- ground 
problems of the occupation, seem not to have anticipated that, out of 
context, the decree appeared an appeal for universal insurrection: a chal-
lenge, backed by the promise of armed intervention, to all of ancien ré-
gime Eu rope, without distinguishing between neutral and belligerent 
powers.
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The hostile reactions to the 19 November decree from the neutral capi-
tals of Eu rope prompted LeBrun to more fully explain its intent.52 In a 19 
December speech before the Convention, the foreign minister insisted the 
decree applied only to territories threatened or occupied by countries en-
gaged in war with France, not to neutral counties, where the French would 
never support the cause of a few isolated individuals calling for revolution. 
The decree would apply to neutral powers only if their peoples in de pen-
dently “broke their chains” and constituted themselves so that their “gen-
eral will” could be clearly expressed. If they then sought aid and fraternity, 
the French would listen. LeBrun’s interpretation of the decree, consistent 
with France’s attempt to establish an in de pen dent Belgian Republic by 
demo cratic pro cesses, was intended to mollify the outrage of the neutral 
nations and thus contain the war. The deputies received LeBrun’s speech 
with enthusiastic applause.

That the 19 November decree was not intended to announce a policy of 
expansionism by the Convention, as other nations feared and most histo-
rians have argued, is illustrated by the deputies’ responses to the annexa-
tion requests from Savoy and Geneva that followed. In October, popularly 
elected representatives to a National Savoyard Assembly had overwhelm-
ingly voted to request annexation to France, which was formally presented 
to the Convention on 21 November. The ideological implications of the 
request occasioned considerable debate and  soul- searching among the 
deputies. Either France must accept the express will of the Savoyard 
communes, annex the territory, and open itself to the charge of expansion-
ism, or reject it and repudiate its own doctrine of national  self- determination. 
In late November, Grégoire, speaking for the Diplomatic and Constitution 
Committees, introduced a decree accepting the annexation of Savoy in which 
he reconciled annexation with the principle of undertaking no conquests 
by declaring that it was not an arbitrary act of aggrandizement but a mea-
sure dictated by reason, justice, and national  self- determination. In re-
nouncing conquests, argued Grégoire, “We have not declared that we will 
repulse from our breast those men who are so close to us by the affi nity of 
principles and interests, and who by a free choice, desire to have them-
selves identifi ed with us.” Although the French had not solicited requests 
for annexation from Savoy and many deputies  were in fact hostile to the 
idea, a refusal would compromise the revolutionary principle of national 
 self- determination. Thus Grégoire, echoing the language of the Declara-
tion of the Rights of Man, promised the Savoyards that their  union, their 
liberty, and their pop u lar sovereignty “will be as durable as your moun-
tains, immutable as the sky which hears us.” Thus this annexation was 
motivated not by the decree of 19 November but by an earlier free plebi-
scite of the  Savoyards—not by an expansionist ideology but by the press of 
external events.53
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Also arguing against an expansionist interpretation was the deputies’ 
endorsement of LeBrun’s opposition to the exiled Genevan demo crats’ 
demand for French annexation of Geneva.54 Annexation, LeBrun argued, 
could alienate neutral nations and complicate one of his foreign policy 
goals, keeping Austria from gaining additional allies. “Speaking of the 
liberated peoples,” he stated, “we must not take advantage of the fi rst burst 
of enthusiasm that leads them to join us.”55 The French policy toward 
Geneva refl ected LeBrun’s intention to placate the Swiss Confederation, as 
its neutrality was crucial to the success of his foreign policy and the French 
war effort. Above all, the foreign minister wanted to forestall an expansion 
of the war.

But the decree of 19 November still left the committees with the prob-
lem of how to support the revolutionary patriots in the Belgian provinces. 
On 12 December, Camus reported before the Convention that the supply 
crisis in occupied Belgium had became intolerable and that drastic mea-
sures  were necessary to check counterrevolutionary forces there. This now 
spurred the deputies to formulate a detailed and uniform occupation pol-
icy. On 15 December,  Pierre- Joseph Cambon, acting for the War, Finance, 
and Diplomatic Committees, responded to Camus’s report by introducing 
a decree specifying the policies to be followed by the French generals in 
occupied territories.56 Cambon’s decree of 15 December, a direct response 
to the po liti cal and fi nancial situation in Belgium, declared that since 
people in occupied lands had neither the means nor experience necessary 
to destroy their despots and privileged classes, France must help them 
secure their liberty:

Brothers and friends, we have gained liberty and we shall maintain it. 
We offer to help you enjoy this inestimable good that has always be-
longed to us, and of which our oppressors have not been able to deprive 
us without crime. We have expelled your tyrants: show yourselves free 
men, and we will guarantee you from their vengeance, their designs, and 
their return.

Henceforth the French nation proclaims the sovereignty of the people, 
the suppression of all civil and military authorities that have governed you 
up to the present, and . . .  proclaims also the abolition among you of all 
prerogatives and privileges that are contrary to equality. You are hence-
forth, brothers and friends, all citizens, all equal in rights, and all equally 
summoned to govern, to serve, and to defend your Patrie.

This decree differed from Dumouriez’s earlier promise of self- 
determination by clarifying that France was unwilling to see its efforts to 
free the Belgian provinces devolve into the restoration of a Statist govern-
ment aligned with the Great Powers. It effectively nullifi ed the earlier pro-
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visional elections by calling for new primary elections in which, according 
to Article 3 of the decree, “All agents and civil or military offi cials of the 
former government, as well as individuals heretofore considered noble, or 
members of any corporation heretofore privileged, shall be, for this time 
only, inadmissible to vote in the primary or communal assemblies, and 
they may not be elected to positions in the provincial administration or ju-
diciary.” These new governments would be established through pop u lar 
elections, not through French manipulation or control, although the occu-
pied people would not be allowed to reconstitute their old regimes under 
French patronage. Paris would send commissioners to aid reconstruction 
but instruct them only to “fraternize” with the occupied peoples, not co-
erce them. Working with local administrators, they would provide for the 
defense of the newly freed country, ensure provisions and foodstuffs for 
the army, and decide on the means to pay the expenses incurred by the 
French. To accomplish this, assignats would be circulated in the occupied 
lands, and the properties of the old rulers and their supporters would be put 
under the safeguard of the French nation until turned over to the newly 
constituted demo cratic governments, who would use them as collateral to 
guarantee loans taken to repay the French for their liberation. In other 
words, the French  were to hold enemy properties only temporarily, as trust-
ees for the permanent regimes created by the proposed elections.

Responding in par tic u lar to the military and po liti cal situation in Bel-
gium, the 15 December decree announced a more interventionist policy 
on the part of the French revolutionary government and qualifi ed the doc-
trine of national  self- determination that had guided its relations with for-
eign lands. It did, however, leave intact the principle of pop u lar sovereignty 
in that French noninterference with pop u lar elections would leave the lo-
cal inhabitants free to carry out the revolution that the French had begun. 
Dumouriez and LeBrun had convinced the deputies that, with their help, 
the Belgians could successfully create a demo cratic government. Finding 
the current impasse unacceptable, the French policymakers believed them-
selves obliged in time of war to impose an outside solution to the problems 
of po liti cal reor ga ni za tion of occupied territories.

The Convention clearly intended the decree of 15 December to resolve 
France’s fi nancial bind in Belgium by forcing the occupied lands to shoul-
der some of the costs of the war and to relieve the worst infl ationary pres-
sures on the assignat. Yet it was not as brutally exploitive as often claimed.57 
It did not order massive confi scations of Belgian wealth or renounce the 
principle of national  self- determination. Its intention was to raise no more 
money than necessary to compensate France for the costs of war and lib-
eration. In Cambon’s words before the Convention, “We shall take noth-
ing; we shall preserve everything for the necessary costs of a revolution.” 
While the decree outlined a reform program for occupied territories that 
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would prove objectionable to the occupied peoples, no viable alternative 
had been produced on the local level in Belgium.

LeBrun helped plan and implement the decree of 15 December to en-
sure the success of the threatened Belgian project. From his correspon-
dence with his agents, the Committee of United Belgians and Liégeois, 
and Dumouriez, he had concluded, as he wrote Chépy, that the principles 
of liberty and equality would not be adopted in Brabant without French 
aid and that the threat of an expanded war made the immediate or ga ni za-
tion of Belgium and Liège mandatory.58 He expected that, under the 
conditions set forth by the decree, the or ga ni za tion of a Belgian National 
Convention would take only about a month. Still convinced that with 
French help the Belgians would establish an in de pen dent demo cratic re-
public, LeBrun believed the text and intention of the decree  were consis-
tent with the Belgian plan and just in time to save it.

Another mitigating and overlooked aspect of the decree of 15 December 
is the Convention’s delay in implementing it. On 20 December, the Execu-
tive Council appointed twenty commissioners to execute the decree, but by 
the end of the year still had not issued them orders. Infl uential opposition 
to the decree, in and out of France, apparently made the ministers hesitate. 
Brissot, for instance, opposed the decree on the grounds that its provisions 
for the destruction of the ancien régime  should have been ratifi ed by the 
Belgians themselves and that it was seen by other Eu ro pe ans as an attempt 
to or ga nize insurrections everywhere and to invade territories for French 
profi t.59 Such foreign policy considerations contributed to a delay in the of-
fi cial publication of the decree in Belgium. The British  were becoming in-
creasingly belligerent in their stance toward France, and Le Brun, attempting 
to improve relations with them diplomatically, did not wish to further in-
fl ame the situation with an apparent threat to other nations.

Dumouriez, too, was having second thoughts about the wisdom of the 
decree. Initially concurring that the decree would complement their at-
tempt to establish a Belgian Republic, he wrote to Pache requesting more 
copies of the decree and agreeing to proclaim and enforce it.60 As he ex-
plained, Dumouriez viewed most of the decree as consistent with the steps 
he had already taken to establish a new Belgian government based on pop-
u lar sovereignty:

The administrative bodies have been charged, and the magistrates chosen 
by the people. Some have named their former magistrates. This I could not 
hinder. I, however, dissolved the Estates in all provinces, particularly in 
Brabant. In the midst of my military toils, I published an address to the 
people of which many copies in French and Flemish  were sent to all the 
municipalities. That address was to prepare the minds of the people before 
convoking them in their primary assemblies. I transmitted to Brussels six 
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days ago a proclamation with instructions for the holding of primary assem-
blies.

I was not then aware of the decree of 15 December as it had been passed. 
But as both the proclamation and the instructions  were in the genuine 
spirit of liberty, equality, and the sovereignty of the people, I shall have no 
change to make upon them but only to add to the proclamation by a circu-
lar letter the third article of the decree, with a request to all primary assem-
blies to comply with it.

Only after strong Belgian opposition to the decree did Dumouriez turn 
against it. To be sure, many Jacobin societies in Belgium and Liège had 
received the decree of 15 December with enthusiasm, indicating contin-
ued support for the creation of a Belgian democracy among revolutionary 
militants. The pop u lar societies of Bruges, Mons, Tournai, and Brussels 
sent congratulations to the Convention for passing the decree, and some 
municipal governments, such as those of  Char- sur- Sambre, Mons, Ghent, 
and Liège, offered their support of the mea sure.61 But there was also im-
mediate and virulent opposition to the decree among most Belgians, espe-
cially from the newly elected assemblies that would be replaced by the new 
elections called for in the decree, for the fi rst time leading to dissention 
between the mostly Vonckist provisional representatives and their French 
liberators. As of 21 December, the Vonckist provisional representatives of 
Brussels sent messengers to the provisional assemblies of the major Belgian 
cities urging them to protest the decree of 15 December to the National 
Convention and to Dumouriez.62

In Paris, almost daily protests from the provisional assemblies reached 
the Convention. On 23 December, Namur’s assembly protested the de-
cree; the next day the Brussels assembly wrote a vehement protest signed 
by its Vonckist president, Théodore Dotrenge, and sent Sandlin to appear 
before the National Convention.63 Among the Brussels representatives, 
only Walckiers supported the decree.64 Many Belgian citizens expressed 
their opposition by petitioning Dumouriez’s generals. On 24 December, 
the citizens of Antwerp protested the decree to General Marasse. Over 
the next few days both General Thouvenot and General Harville wrote to 
Dumouriez of overwhelming opposition to the decree.65 By 29 Decem-
ber, the provisional assemblies of Tournai, Courtrai, Antwerp, Louvain, 
Malines, Audenarde, Menin, Ypres, and Bruges had all registered protes-
tations to the French National Convention. In Paris, LeBrun and the 
other French policymakers  were genuinely surprised by the vehemence of 
the Belgian protests, having assumed that the 15 December decree would 
help the Belgian demo crats create a Belgian Republic. Now Belgian 
opposition led the Executive Council to offi cially delay imposing the 
decree.
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This delay gave Dumouriez time to carry out his original plan for the 
election of representatives to a national Belgian Convention, where he be-
lieved the Vonckists and Statists would be able to reconcile their differences 
and create a viable republican government. On 17 December Dumouriez, 
announcing that the elections would proceed as planned, appealed to the 
Belgian people to “listen to your natural feelings; they already tell you that 
you are free and equal citizens. Be brothers, be now and ever united, and 
you will thus succeed in having a wise government, and you will become a 
strong and happy people. Then the French Republic, now your friend, will 
become your ally.”66 But the adverse Belgian reaction to the 15 December 
decree, especially among his Vonckist allies, had disconcerted Dumouriez 
and convinced him that it must be revoked. Unsure how to proceed, he 
requested a leave of absence to go to Paris to speak to the Convention 
about the condition of his army and plans for future campaigns.67 On 26 
December, Chépy reported to LeBrun that “General Dumouriez sets out 
for Paris tomorrow and I had a meeting with him but with no result: he 
remains puzzled, confused, and has no defi nite plan. He can now only op-
pose the decree of 15 December.”68

Following Dumouriez’s call for the election of representatives to the 
Belgian National Convention, administrations  were successfully or ga-
nized to supervise the voting in every province except Brabant, where the 
Statists’ refusal to compromise with the Vonckists continued to delay the 
elections for the provincial Brabant assembly. Since their defeat in the 18 
November Brussels elections, the Statists had concentrated on building 
an even larger constituency, and when the provincial elections  were fi nally 
held on 29 December, they won overwhelmingly in all the primary assem-
blies, including Brussels.69 As a result, the Belgian capital fi nally joined 
the rest of Brabant in requesting the restoration of the Brabançon Estates 
and the Joyous Entry and immediately issued a proclamation denouncing 
the “despised” French decree of 15 December.70

The Statist triumph in Brabant made doubtful the viability of any 
 Vonckist- Statist reconciliation in the other Belgian provinces. The Bra-
bançon refusal to create a Belgian Republic based on the sovereignty of the 
people for which Dumouriez, LeBrun, and the Belgian and Liégeois patri-
ots had worked so long ended their belief that the Belgians could them-
selves create a demo cratic republic. The French, unwilling to sponsor a 
nondemo cratic Belgian government, had been driven to issue the 15 
December decree, which had only served to unify Belgian opposition. 
Immediately upon the 29 December elections, Metman and the commis-
sioners to Dumouriez’s army cancelled the election of deputies to the Na-
tional Convention, apparently on the supposition that the Statists would 
have won control of the new national government.71 But Dumouriez, as 
determined as ever that the Belgians should choose democracy voluntarily, 
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resolved to have the decree rescinded, and by 1 January 1793, he was in 
Paris to plead his case.

At the foreign ministry, LeBrun learned of the strong Belgian opposi-
tion to the 15 December decree from Dumouriez, his agents, and the 
Belgians themselves.72 On 1 January 1793, the Curé Lys, his agent and old 
friend, unaware of LeBrun’s role in shaping the decree, wrote to him that 
“The author of this impudent decree must have known nothing about 
Belgium and its inhabitants. He probably ignored that this obstinate and 
warlike people withstood an  eighty- year war against the kings of Spain 
who had infringed upon their rights.”73 From Brussels, Ruelle claimed 
that the fear of changing the constitution of their fathers spread by the 
Statists had convinced the Belgians to defend the Joyous Entry and all the 
privileges it sanctifi ed, and that to become a democracy, Belgium would 
have to depend entirely on France.74 Pierre Proli urged LeBrun to reconcile 
with the Belgians as quickly as possible: “I think, and all the Belgians 
think, too, that the decree of 15 December contradicts General Du-
mouriez’s declarations. That decree has made a very bad impression on the 
majority of the Belgians. You must press by all possible means the conven-
ing of the Belgian national convention, the majority of which, composed 
of representatives of the two Flanders, Hainaut, Limbourg, Gueldre, and 
Tournai, will be perfectly in line with the French Revolution and French 
principles.”75

As 1792 drew to a close, the intransigence of the Belgian conservatives 
and the policies outlined in the 19 November and 15 December decrees 
had left French policymakers and the architects of the Belgian plan still 
without a successful strategy for creating a demo cratic government in 
Belgium.
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C h a p t e r  8

Efforts to Prevent a 
Wider War, January 
1793

Dumouriez arrived in Paris on 1 January 1793 with four goals: to have the 
decree of 15 December revoked, Pache replaced as minister of war, the 
Directory of Purchases abolished, and his invasion of the United Provinces 
approved. A week later, the general presented his written arguments for 
each of these aims to the deputies of the Convention, who referred them to 
the Executive Council. LeBrun and the other ministers discussed the re-
ports extensively with Dumouriez on 9 and 10 January.1

In the fi rst of these reports, Dumouriez argued that enforcing the de-
cree of 15 December would alienate the Belgians entirely from the French. 
He had promised the Belgians that, according to the principle of pop u lar 
sovereignty, they would constitute their own government, and under that 
condition the Belgians had received the French as liberators and brothers. 
But the Belgians saw this new decree as a despotic action dictated by con-
querors. “The sacred law of freedom and equality cannot be preached like 
the Koran with a saber in hand,” Dumouriez argued; “The Belgian people 
themselves must feel all the advantages resulting from this destruction and 
change [the situation] according to their understanding and interests; in a 
word, they must exercise this act of sovereignty that does not belong to us; 
since, according to our principles, we must not and can never be conquer-
ors.” Forcing the December decree upon them, he warned, would lead to 
civil war in Belgium and an Austrian reconquest.

His other reports continued his accusations against Pache. Dumouriez 
had already sent the Convention his correspondence to demonstrate the 
duplicity and incompetence of Pache and the Directory of Purchases, and 
his second and third documents called for the minister’s dismissal and the 
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Directory’s termination. Requesting carte blanche to again provision his 
army through Belgian suppliers, he assured the policymakers that this 
method of supplying his troops was both effi cient and important to 
 Franco- Belgian relations.2 Dumouriez’s fourth report was a repudiation of 
the  Pache- Custine Rhine strategy to defeat the  Austro- Prus sian forces 
within the empire. Rejecting Pache’s plan as absurd, he asked the policy-
makers to approve his own strategy of invading the United Provinces and 
to give him the means to implement it.

As Dumouriez made his urgent appeals, the Convention continued to 
be rent by factional strife between the Girondins and Montagnards. The 
trial of the king had intensifi ed the bitterness and polarization between 
them and by January had almost paralyzed the Convention’s proceedings. 
On 26 December, the Convention had found Louis XVI guilty of treason, 
though leaving his punishment still to be decided. The Girondins now at-
tempted to save the king’s life by securing the support of moderates and 
having his fate submitted to a national referendum, while the Montag-
nards, with the support of Paris and the sans- culottes, demanded his execu-
tion. Captain Munro, a secret British agent in Paris, described the 
poisonous atmosphere of the Convention to Foreign Secretary Grenville:

The National Convention is now so torn to pieces by party and their time 
so much taken up with abusing each other that the King’s business is at-
tended to but by starts. This is, no doubt, done by one party with the inten-
tion of gaining time. The different departments may express their 
sentiments in favor of his majesty and I am happy to fi nd this plan begins 
to succeed and that some of them have already presented addresses to the 
Convention requesting the resignation of Robespierre, Marat, Chabot, 
Merlin, and some others (“Robespierre’s party”). The people of Paris are at 
present quiet, and I fl atter myself there is a party strong enough to protect 
the lives of their Majesties in case Robespierre’s party should arm his ban-
ditti against them. But from every appearance at present, assassinations are 
more likely to take place in the Convention than anywhere  else; in effect to 
avoid that, I understand the deputies of both parties in general carry con-
cealed arms.3

A key Girondin argument was that the king’s execution would unite all 
Eu rope against the republic. On 31 December, Vergniaud warned that al-
though En gland and Spain had so far remained aloof from the alliance 
against France for fear of precipitating Louis’s death, his execution would 
most certainly end their neutrality and provide a pretext for joining the 
allies. Brissot argued that if the king  were executed, En gland, Spain, Hol-
land, and all the tyrants of Eu rope would join the concert against France.

LeBrun, too, feared that extreme mea sures against the king would pro-
duce a hostile reaction from the neutral powers. The French ambassador 
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to Madrid,  Jean- Francois Bourgoing, had repeatedly warned LeBrun that 
Spain’s neutrality was contingent on the safety of the royal family, and on 
26 December the Spanish chargé d’affaires in Paris, Count Ocariz, read an 
appeal for the king’s life to the Convention.4 From London, LeBrun’s 
agents had warned throughout the autumn that what ever restraining in-
fl uence the British public might have on British policy toward France 
would be lost if the king  were executed.5 LeBrun consistently held that the 
deputies, as representatives of the French nation, had the right to judge 
Louis XVI and that “no foreign power should intervene in the decision 
which it will take,” even as he argued that the Convention “was bound to 
show the king a great example of mercy and generosity.”6

To the Montagnards, however, Louis XVI was a traitor to the Revolu-
tion and a continued threat to their security. Robespierre best articulated 
the Montagnard position in his speech to the Convention on 28 Decem-
ber: “If the king is not guilty, those who have overthrown him are.” For 
the Montagnards, the choice was  simple—the king should be executed as 
soon as possible. They believed the Girondin reluctance to condemn the 
king indicated counterrevolutionary sympathies, and at the Jacobin Club 
on 9 January, Robespierre went so far as to call Brissot a “pensioner of the 
foreign powers and Pitt’s paid agent.”7

With the factions locked in a vicious power struggle over the fate of the 
king and, ultimately, for control of the Convention, LeBrun continued to 
conduct foreign policy largely on his own. The Executive Council, itself 
brought almost to a standstill by an acrimonious feud between Roland 
and Pache,8 continued to defer to LeBrun’s leadership in foreign affairs, 
and his good relations with the Convention’s committees and key Giron-
din leaders ensured the Convention’s support of him as well. While Du-
mouriez lobbied for his military plans to save the Belgian plan, LeBrun 
focused his efforts on maintaining the neutrality of Great Britain and its 
Dutch ally, which had become all the more important with the collapse of 
the Prus sian negotiations.

The invasion of Belgium that fall had alarmed the British, who had 
guaranteed Austrian control of the Belgian provinces at The Hague in 
1790, but because the French invasion could be justifi ed as defensive, had 
chosen not to use it as a pretext to declare war on France.9 As Dumouriez 
had proceeded to conquer Belgium, however, the British grew increasingly 
concerned about the security of the United Provinces, their chief ally and 
primary commercial link with Eu rope. On 13 November, they had an-
nounced their commitment to defend the Dutch Netherlands and warned 
France against invading Dutch territory or encouraging the Dutch Bata-
vian Party to foment a  French- inspired revolution there.10 Before this Brit-
ish warning could reach Paris, France had declared its decision to open the 
Scheldt River to international trade and to allow French troops to pursue 
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the retreating Austrian army into Dutch territory, which the British and 
Dutch considered aggressive acts.

Contributing to a more hostile position toward France was the out-
break of domestic unrest across Great Britain following the news of Du-
mouriez’s victory at Jemappes on 6 November, as En glish policymakers 
 were convinced that French military success and propaganda  were fueling 
the parliamentary reform movement among the British working classes. 
Seeing the French Republic as an increasing threat to Britain’s domestic 
tranquility and economic interests in Eu rope, Lord Grenville, the British 
foreign secretary, commenced a secret inquiry to fi nd out the intentions 
of the other Eu ro pe an powers, especially Prus sia, Austria, and Spain, and 
to propose that together they “enter into the most confi dential communi-
cation for the sake of Eu ro pe an tranquility and their mutual advan-
tage.”11

After the French Republic had been proclaimed, LeBrun’s diplomatic 
efforts to preserve British neutrality  were hampered by several factors. Not 
the least of these was diplomatic isolation. Following the Revolution of 10 
August, most countries had withdrawn their ambassadors from Paris and 
French diplomats had lost their offi cial status in foreign capitals. Great 
Britain, though reaffi rming its policy of neutrality, had severed diplomatic 
relations with France by recalling her ambassador, Lord Gower. François 
Chauvelin, appointed the French minister plenipotentiary to Britain by 
Dumouriez in March, had remained in London but only in an unoffi cial 
capacity. Accordingly, offi cial communication between the two nations 
had become impossible and informal communication diffi cult. To deal 
with this diplomatic impasse, LeBrun had adopted a dual policy of unoffi -
cial diplomacy between Chauvelin and the British foreign offi ce and of 
covert intelligence gathering and propaganda activities by French secret 
agents.12

This already diffi cult diplomatic situation was worsened by Chauvelin’s 
outspoken republican enthusiasm and associations with Whig newspaper 
editors and politicians, which had alienated Grenville, the Tory foreign 
secretary.13 Although LeBrun’s agents informed him of Chauvelin’s testy 
relations with the British minister and even urged his replacement, the 
very sources of Chauvelin’s diffi culties with Grenville had won him the 
support of key Jacobins in Paris. He also had strong ties with Dumouriez, 
who had served under his father in the conquest of Corsica, and was mar-
ried to the sister of Walckiers, with whom LeBrun had founded the Com-
mittee of the United Belgians and Liégeois.14

Despite the French foreign ministry’s offi cial policy of open diplomacy, 
LeBrun had found that war time conditions and France’s changed diplo-
matic status after 10 August made secret diplomacy and covert operations 
necessary. Under the direction of his trusted friend François Noël, LeBrun 
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employed a cadre of secret agents in  intelligence- gathering and propa-
ganda activities to favorably infl uence British public opinion and politi-
cians toward republican France. As Chauvelin’s diplomacy became 
increasingly in effec tive, LeBrun had come to rely more heavily on these 
agents, creating confusion and dissension within the French embassy that 
further undermined Chauvelin’s position.15 Although Grenville had dis-
patched his own secret agents to Paris,16 the activities of LeBrun’s agents 
heightened the suspicion and hostility of the British government toward 
France.

Furthermore, LeBrun’s correspondence with Chauvelin and his secret 
agents indicates that their inexperience and dependence on unreliable 
sources of information resulted in a misperception of the po liti cal situa-
tion in the British Isles. Given their own revolutionary experience, they 
equated the British parliamentary reform movement with French republi-
canism and believed that the growth of the demo cratic movement in Brit-
ain, at its height that fall, would lead to a  full- scale British revolution, not 
recognizing that British reformers sought change through the British con-
stitutional tradition, not revolution.17 Thus they sent LeBrun distorted 
reports of Britain’s domestic scene, describing bread riots and strikes as 
potentially revolutionary events. By late November, LeBrun had become 
convinced that a strong  pro- French sentiment prevailed in En gland and 
that revolution was at hand. He formulated his foreign policy accordingly, 
further alienating the British cabinet.

Playing a major role in the deteriorating  Franco- British relations was 
the uneasy situation of the United Provinces. In 1786, Dutch patriots had 
overthrown the Orangist regime under the stadholder, William V, only 
to have the regime restored in 1788 by En glish gold and the Prus sian 
army. The regime remained weak, however, and by 1792 was facing con-
siderable internal opposition. Its po liti cal instability and the commercial 
and fi nancial interests it shared with Britain had made the Dutch Repub-
lic a British satellite. William V had become a fi gurehead, and together 
the grand pensionary of Holland, Laurens Pieter van de Spiegel, and the 
British ambassador, Lord Auckland (William Eden), determined Dutch 
foreign policy.18

Although the Dutch had remained neutral toward France following 10 
August, the ruling circle had been alarmed by Dumouriez’s victory at Je-
mappes and subsequent conquest of Belgium and Liège. Auckland pre-
dicted that soon “The malignant disposition of the French leaders will 
undoubtedly direct itself toward this country. They will be urged to do so 
by their  whole system of policy and by the number of notoriously facti-
tious people in the different towns of the Dutch Republic.”19 The Dutch 
and British  were also concerned about French support for the exiled Dutch 
patriots in Belgium, Liège, and France, many of whom had returned to 



134 F o r e i g n  P o l i c y  a n d  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n

the Dutch Republic to form a small but effective patriot party. That fall, 
with LeBrun’s support, Dutch patriots in Paris had formed the Batavian 
Revolutionary Committee and drawn up a constitution for a future Dutch 
demo cratic government. They, following the model of the Committee of 
United Belgians and Liégeois, had established contact with patriots within 
the United Provinces to foment a pop u lar revolution following the antici-
pated French invasion.20 Despite his commitment to liberty, however, in 
December LeBrun had withdrawn his support of the Dutch patriots’ cause 
when it became evident that an invasion of the United Provinces would 
bring Britain into the war, endangering the more important cause of Bel-
gian in de pen dence.21

Despite Britain’s guarantee to protect Dutch sovereignty and France’s 
assurances of its peaceful intentions through LeBrun’s secret agent, Mev-
rouw d’Aedlers, van de Spiegel continued to fear invasion by Dumouriez’s 
forces.22 To stall for time to strengthen Dutch border defenses and possi-
bly avoid war altogether, in  mid- November van de Spiegel and Auckland 
had asked Grenville to “ascertain how far it is possible to effect an entire 
cessation of hostilities” and suggested negotiating with the French through 
Dumouriez, believing that the aristocratic general was sympathetic to the 
Bourbon cause and would wish to avoid an expanded war.23 But Du-
mouriez had no intention of negotiating with the British and the Dutch 
and giving up his invasion plans. Confi dent of victory and of Britain’s im-
minent collapse, he wrote to LeBrun:

We are handling the En glish with too much fear and favor. If we look at 
their situation, we shall see that the government, which hates us, is held 
back only by the fear of failing in the plan of declaring war on us because it 
knows perfectly well that the moment of this declaration will be that of its 
fall, of parliamentary reform, which will take place sooner or later anyway, 
and fi nally of a revolution that is heating up at this moment and will ex-
plode even faster that ours and will have more success and force.24

A further threat to British neutrality had been the Convention’s decree 
of 19 November, which reached En gland on 26 November amid pop u lar 
protest. To British policymakers, the decree proclaimed the expansion of 
revolution everywhere, making no distinction between neutral and bel-
ligerent nations, and justifi ed what Grenville called “the activity and inso-
lence of the French emissaries and their allies in this country,” to which 
they attributed much of their internal unrest.25 In response, on 1 Decem-
ber George III called out the militia to deal with the domestic crisis, issued 
a proclamation of danger, and summoned Parliament to request emer-
gency mea sures to augment the country’s land and sea forces.26 While 
policymakers in Paris awaited revolution in Great Britain, the British min-
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isters in London responded as if revolution had already broken out. Once 
the British government sounded the alarm against the French threat and 
the “radicals” in their midst, the country united behind the government of 
Prime Minister William Pitt, leading to the Tories’ overwhelming elec-
toral victory on 12 December and effectively ending the radical reform 
movement in Britain.

Although the British now considered war with France inevitable, they 
nevertheless agreed to unoffi cial negotiations so as to gain time to pre-
pare for war and further sound out the allies. At the end of November, 
Grenville had reluctantly agreed to talks with Chauvelin, which broke 
down over Chauvelin’s defense of the Scheldt decree. But in early De-
cember, with LeBrun’s old friend William Miles as an intermediary, Pitt 
agreed to meet with Maret, then on a special mission to London, to ex-
press the British government’s objections to both the Scheldt and the 19 
November decrees. Maret had left their interview convinced of the prime 
minister’s desire to maintain peace between the two countries, and Pitt 
requested that Maret serve as LeBrun’s agent in future negotiations. But 
LeBrun, convinced that Britain’s domestic situation would soon lead it 
to recognize the French Republic and Chauvelin as its offi cial ambassa-
dor, persuaded the Executive Council to retain Chauvelin as the French 
representative.27

Although suspicious of LeBrun’s intentions and angered by his decision 
not to replace Chauvelin as negotiator, Pitt met with Chauvelin on 14 
December. After listening to Chauvelin’s explanation of French foreign 
policy, including an assurance that France would not attempt to revolu-
tionize the Dutch Republic by force, the prime minister only responded 
that Great Britain would not recognize the French Republic nor Chauve-
lin as an accredited ambassador.28 Immediately understanding that the 
British position had hardened toward France, Chauvelin sent a special 
courier to warn LeBrun that strong support for the Tories in the recent 
parliamentary elections had removed a major obstacle to war, that the 
British had stepped up their military preparations and launched a propa-
ganda campaign against republican France, and that the Scheldt decree 
would be En gland’s pretext for a declaration of war on France.29 Noël, 
though convinced by his conversations with Miles that Pitt genuinely 
wanted to avoid war with France, also reported signs of military prepara-
tions that suggested Britain was anticipating a break with France and 
strongly urged LeBrun to have the Scheldt decree repealed and to replace 
Chauvelin with Maret to continue  Franco- British negotiations.30

Yet LeBrun was not about to change his mind about the Scheldt decree, 
which he considered essential to the success of the Belgian plan. He re-
stated this commitment in a 19 December speech to the National Conven-
tion, even as he attempted to ease tensions between the two countries. 
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Reporting that the panic of the British ruling class had led the British 
ministers to call Parliament and to pass repressive domestic mea sures and 
naval rearmament in the Channel, he assured the deputies that he had in-
structed Chauvelin to persuade the British ministers “of the futility of the 
grievances which they seek to hold against us.” Responding to British ob-
jections to his foreign policy, LeBrun characterized the reopening of the 
Scheldt as of little actual consequence to Dutch and British trade and ex-
plained that the fraternal support offered by the decree of 19 November 
would not apply to neutral powers unless sought by a popularly elected 
government. His misreading of the domestic British situation is refl ected 
in his announcement that if the British government did not fi nd his expla-
nations adequate, the French would make a solemn appeal directly to the 
En glish nation: “We will bring before the court of its justice and generos-
ity the examination of a cause in which it may become possible to see a 
great nation sustain the rights of nature, of justice, of liberty and of equal-
ity against a Ministry which had only taken up this quarrel for motives of 
mere personal con ve nience. Finally, we will make the En glish nation judge 
between us and it, and the examination of these trials may bring about 
consequences which it has not foreseen.” This statement of French foreign 
policy was met with a resounding ovation in the Convention and with 
praise in the Pa ri sian press.31

The content and tone of LeBrun’s speech indicates that he had not yet 
received Chauvelin’s dispatches regarding his interview with Pitt, Noël’s 
warnings, or an account of the outcome of Parliament’s debates in support 
of the Tory ministry. LeBrun had based his policy decisions on the false 
belief that, given its desperate circumstances, Britain would soon come to 
terms with France. He had dismissed warnings that the British  were pre-
paring for war and that France must rescind the Scheldt decree to restore 
peaceful relations. Because his most important foreign policy objective 
was the establishment of an in de pen dent Belgian Republic, LeBrun could 
not make the one compromise that would ensure British neutrality and 
prevent the expansion of the war against France.

Not yet recognizing the signifi cant shift in the British position toward 
France, LeBrun retained Chauvelin at his post and on 20 December 
pressed him to reopen negotiations with the British ministry.32 Accord-
ingly, on 27 December Chauvelin wrote to Whitehall requesting an inter-
view with Grenville, enclosing LeBrun’s 19 December policy statement 
and instructions reaffi rming France’s desire to establish formal diplomatic 
relations and avoid a rupture with Great Britain.33 Chauvelin’s note reas-
sured Grenville that France would not attack the United Provinces and 
that the 19 November decree was aimed only at hostile countries, though 
describing the Scheldt decree as “a question irrevocably decided by reason 
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and by justice, of small importance in itself, and on which the opinion of 
En gland, and of Holland, is suffi ciently known to render it diffi cult or se-
riously to make it the single subject of war.”

This confi rmation of LeBrun’s intransigent stance on the Scheldt de-
cree and the British receipt of the decree of 15 December, which it saw as 
justifying an exploitive occupation, led Grenville to refuse any conciliatory 
overtures on behalf of the French Republic or even to meet with Chauve-
lin. By the end of December, Grenville appeared convinced that there was 
no peaceful solution to the diffi culties that had arisen between the two 
nations, indicating as much to Auckland in a dispatch of 28 December 
urging him to hasten Dutch preparations for war.34 On 31 December, 
Grenville again enumerated the French actions that the British found 
most objectionable in a note that refl ected the fundamental ideological 
confl ict between the French and British positions.35 While LeBrun based 
his foreign policy on assumptions drawn from revolutionary ideology, 
Grenville’s foreign policy rested squarely on ancien régime  power politics. 
The British Cabinet understood that the foundation of international rela-
tions and law was being undermined by unilateral French actions based on 
a higher “natural” law. In the case of the Scheldt decree, the British gov-
ernment could not allow France to unilaterally abrogate an international 
treaty or consider an agreement void if it did not conform to  so- called 
natural laws. It also objected to the continuing occupation of Belgium and 
Liège, heightened by rumors of their impending annexation; if France 
 were sincerely interested in peace with Britain, she “must shew herself dis-
posed to renounce her views of aggression and confi ne herself within her 
own territory.”36 While LeBrun believed that the French Republic, as Eu-
rope’s most enlightened nation, had a responsibility to spread the Princi-
ples of 1789, the British government considered this subversive and 
antithetical to British interests. Traditional British diplomacy could never 
be reconciled with LeBrun’s revolutionary foreign policy.

Grenville had also stepped up his efforts to form alliances on the conti-
nent, reasoning that until Britain and the United Provinces had time to de-
ploy their military forces, a French attack on the United Provinces could be 
met only by the Austrian and Prus sian forces already in the fi eld. Emphasiz-
ing that the chief motive for Britain’s intervention on the Continent was 
peace, Grenville proposed to the major capitals of Eu rope that, subject to 
consultation with the powers already at war, the neutral states should pro-
pose terms of peace to France: that France withdraw its armies within its 
own borders, abandon its conquests, rescind the Scheldt decree, and pledge 
to cease fomenting disturbances against other governments.37 In exchange, 
the Eu ro pe an powers would cease hostilities against France, refrain from 
interference in her internal affairs, and maintain a correspondence to 
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conclude a treaty. If France rejected Britain’s offer to mediate, Britain, in 
concert with the rest of Eu rope, was prepared to achieve these aims by 
force.

As the new year began, the French Republic faced the likely escalation 
of war. On 31 December, LeBrun reported to the Convention that there 
had been no progress in negotiations with the British ministry and that 
Britain had taken several hostile mea sures against France, including an 
embargo on French grain and a proposed Alien Bill. LeBrun claimed that 
Grenville’s Alien Bill, which provided for strict surveillance of foreign na-
tionals, was a violation of French rights under Article IV of the Commer-
cial Treaty of 1786.38 He warned that unless the British  were prepared to 
exempt French citizens from the bill, the republic would regard the treaty 
as invalid.

This new hostility on the part of Great Britain caused alarm in the 
French capital. Pa ri sian newspapers expressed apprehension and criticized 
the government’s foreign policy. Marat’s Le Journal de la République fran-
çaise  denounced the Executive Council and particularly LeBrun, accusing 
them of irresponsibly providing the British Cabinet a pretext for war: 
“The war with which En gland seems to threaten us comes solely from the 
fear of the harm which the opening of the Scheldt will do to the trade of 
those islanders.”39 Even the Girondin Journal Français  declared France’s 
foreign policy “madness”: “Why declare the Scheldt free despite the obli-
gation of treaties, for the sake of a people who  were not asking for it? What 
is this wild notion about making nations free in spite of themselves?”40 
The editors argued that war with Britain would be suicidal for France; if 
the republic was to survive, the French government must compromise 
with the British ministry on its Belgian policies, especially the Scheldt 
decree.

The Convention’s debates following LeBrun’s report refl ected a similar 
concern over Britain’s new belligerency. Given the possibility of an ex-
panded war, the consensus was that preparations had to be quickly made. 
On 1 January, Armand Kersaint warned that if hostilities with Britain did 
break out, Spain, Holland, and Portugal would follow Britain’s lead, and 
he proposed a set of mea sures to prepare France for an expanded war. 
Spurred to action by the deteriorating international situation, the Conven-
tion established a Committee of General Defense to coordinate the repub-
lic’s response to outside aggression and to establish greater legislative control 
over the government’s  decision- making pro cess.41 Yet the new committee, 
composed of representatives from the War, Finance, and Diplomatic Com-
mittees, had diffi culty determining the scope and nature of its decision- 
making power, leaving LeBrun to continue directing foreign policy in 
consultation with the Diplomatic Committee and with the approval of the 
Executive Council.42
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On 12 January, Brissot presented the Convention with the recom-
mendations of the Committee of General Defense, which became the of-
fi cial French reply to the British accusations against France.43 Refl ecting 
 LeBrun’s understanding of  Franco- British relations, the Committee de-
scribed Britain’s responses to the opening of the Scheldt and the decree of 
19 November not as genuine grievances but as pretexts for war. In par tic-
u lar, the report asserted, it was absurd for the British ministers to accuse 
France of violating Dutch rights over the Scheldt when Britain controlled 
the Dutch nation by virtue of the  Anglo- Dutch treaty of 1788. There 
could be no compromise, it declared, on the Scheldt decree, as the closing 
of the Scheldt was the work of tyrants and therefore subject to French nul-
lifi cation. By refusing to recognize the French Republic, violating the 
Commercial Treaty of 1786, and rearming itself, Great Britain, not France, 
was the aggressor. The Committee proposed a decree stating the peaceful 
intentions of the French Republic and demanding Britain’s reasons for the 
rearmament mea sures; if the British refused to answer, they advised, 
France must prepare for war.44

In contrast to this ostensibly hard line, behind the scenes LeBrun con-
tinued to follow a conciliatory foreign policy. Although the foreign minis-
ter’s miscalculations and  single- minded pursuit of the Belgian plan  were 
chiefl y to blame for the deterioration of relations with Great Britain, sev-
eral of his policy decisions demonstrate that, far from recklessly and delib-
erately provoking a broader war, he was actively working to maintain 
peace with the neutral powers. Under his leadership the Executive Coun-
cil, the Diplomatic Committee, and the Committee of General Defense 
continued to delay the implementation of the decree of 15 December, 
prompting the decree’s sponsors, Camus and Cambon, to accuse them of 
circumventing the will of the Convention. Dumouriez’s intensive lobbying 
had persuaded LeBrun and other policymakers to postpone the decree’s 
implementation to avoid provoking a Belgian civil war or the entry of the 
neutral powers into an expanded war and risking an Austrian reconquest 
of Belgium and Liège.

For the same reason, LeBrun and the Executive Council continued to 
delay Dumouriez’s invasion of the Dutch Republic. On 9 January, the 
Executive Council ordered General Miranda to prepare for an invasion of 
the United Provinces but did not order an actual attack.45 Two days later, 
LeBrun instructed Thainville, the French chargé d’affaires at The Hague, 
to assure the Dutch government that France desired peace and would un-
dertake no act of aggression toward the United Provinces.46 The Dutch 
Batavian Committee continued to pressure the French foreign minister to 
order the invasion of the United Provinces, claiming that “Dumouriez’s 
name makes our enemies tremble. The Dutch are relying on the French 
foreign minister’s promises, and they do not want him to wait any longer, 
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for it might deprive the Dutch of a revolution which, for France, would be 
very useful.”47 But LeBrun again refused their requests.48 On 18 January, 
the Executive Council informed Miranda that he could confer with the 
Batavian Committee but again ordered him to delay an attack on the 
United Provinces.49

By this time, Dumouriez had come to agree with LeBrun’s position. 
Although Dumouriez had been pressing for the Council’s approval of an 
invasion of the United Provinces since late November, by  mid- January he 
believed that the best time for the invasion had passed. According to infor-
mation he had received from Miranda, he now deemed the expedition too 
dangerous, given the poor condition of the Army of Belgium, the onset of 
a severe winter, and the war preparations of the Dutch and British.50 The 
Dutch had succeeded in sheltering the most accessible point for attacking 
Zeeland, on the right bank of the Scheldt, and a strong British naval force 
had gathered at the river’s mouth. The alternative point of attack through 
Venlo, Maestricht, and Nimwegen, for which Miranda had been ordered 
to prepare, was also now vulnerable, as  Austro- Prus sian troops had been 
reinforcing these fortresses and increasing their strength daily.51 These fac-
tors ruled out a swift and conclusive campaign. Thus LeBrun and Du-
mouriez agreed to continue diplomatic negotiations, hoping to eliminate 
the necessity of invading Holland altogether or to give Dumouriez time to 
improve the condition of his armies.52

LeBrun’s continued efforts to negotiate with the British ministry 
throughout January constitute the strongest evidence that he hoped to 
avoid a break with Great Britain, encouraged by Chauvelin’s reports 
minimizing the gravity of the tensions between Britain and France. On 4 
January, Chauvelin claimed that British military preparations  were not 
extensive, the idea of war with France was unpop u lar, and the British  were 
taking a confrontational position only to bluff the French into revoking 
the Scheldt decree.53 Neither Chauvelin’s isolation at the French Embassy, 
the explosiveness of the situation, nor Grenville’s continued refusal to meet 
with him convinced Chauvelin to leave his post or prompted LeBrun to 
replace him.

Perhaps to prove his usefulness, on 7 January Chauvelin informed 
 LeBrun that, in accordance with his 31 December instructions, he had 
protested the Alien Bill, demanding that the French government be in-
formed as to whether the French  were to be included in the “general de-
nomination of foreigners,” even though he was aware that the British 
ministry would regard the protest as premature before the Alien Bill passed 
the  House of Lords.54 Grenville refused to accept the protest, replying that 
no offi cial negotiations could take place until Britain received positive as-
surances with respect to its 31 December complaints against the French 
Republic.55 Chauvelin’s instructions had been that if the British govern-
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ment was evasive on the Alien Bill, the Commercial Treaty should be 
broken off immediately, and thus despite being told that his protest was 
not considered offi cial, on 12 January Chauvelin broke off the treaty.56 
Just a few hours after he had so notifi ed Grenville, Chauvelin received 
LeBrun’s 31 December reply to the British complaints and orders to begin 
a new round of negotiations.57 Thus, Chauvelin again exchanged notes 
with Grenville and succeeded in gaining an interview at the British For-
eign Offi ce the following day.58

In this reply, LeBrun reemphasized the republic’s desire to maintain 
good relations with Great Britain and denied that France intended to an-
nex Belgium and Liège or violate Dutch neutrality. However, he remained 
obdurate on the major sources of contention, portraying the opening of 
the Scheldt as an assertion of natural rights on behalf of a liberated people 
and of little importance to En gland and Holland but of greatest impor-
tance to the Belgians: “It is to restore to the Belgians the enjoyment of so 
precious a right, and not to offend anyone, that France has declared herself 
ready to support them in the exercise of so legitimate a right.”59 LeBrun 
promised that France had renounced all conquests and that the occupa-
tion of Belgium and Liège would end as soon as the Belgians “insure and 
consolidate their liberty.” The 19 November decree, he claimed, was not 
seditious in intent: “It announces nothing more than an act of the general 
will; it is so effectually founded in right, that it is scarcely worth the trou-
ble to express it.” If these explanations proved unsatisfactory to Britain and 
it continued preparations for war, LeBrun concluded, “We will fi ght regret-
fully against the En glish, whom we esteem, but we will fi ght fearlessly.”

On 13 January, Chauvelin delivered LeBrun’s letter to Grenville, who 
after reading it, told Chauvelin that he would consult with his colleagues 
and send the cabinet’s decision to him at the French Embassy. Although 
their interview ended inconclusively, Grenville’s notes on the meeting in-
dicate he had assured Chauvelin that Britain did not intend to declare war 
on France.60 Along with LeBrun’s most recent instructions to Chauvelin, 
the French foreign ministry had also sent two letters to Miles, one from 
Maret and one from LeBrun himself.61 Although Miles never revealed ex-
actly what LeBrun had written, he believed that Chauvelin’s instructions 
and the letters from Maret and LeBrun  were conciliatory, repudiated the 
19 November decree, and offered to replace Chauvelin as the French rep-
resentative in London. Miles informed Pitt that he had dispatches from 
Paris to give him that “will put it in your hands to preserve the blessings of 
peace,” believing they offered a possibility of avoiding war between the 
two nations.62

On the afternoon of 13 January, Grenville presented LeBrun’s reply to 
the British cabinet. During the cabinet meeting, Miles arrived at Whitehall 
to deliver the letters from LeBrun and Maret. In Miles’s account, Pitt 



142 F o r e i g n  P o l i c y  a n d  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n

came out of the meeting to receive Miles’s two dispatches “in great good 
humor” and returned to the meeting. But an hour later, Pitt returned from 
the meeting distraught, “furious and freighted with the bile of the  whole 
Cabinet, aggravated by that of Mr. Burke who, although not a minister, 
attended on this occasion.”63 Edmund Burke, inexorably opposed to the 
French Revolution, regarded the recent French military successes as cata-
strophic and “pernicious French ideas” as the source of domestic unrest in 
En gland.64 What ever the reason for the prime minister’s change in mood, 
he bluntly ordered Miles to stop negotiating with the French.

Apparently LeBrun’s offi cial response had a decisive effect on British 
policymakers. Clearly, Belgium and the Scheldt would never be negotia-
ble. Grenville wrote to Auckland after the meeting that, although the 
French had conceded some points, the ministers could not determine 
“how far it is the intention of the present rulers of France to comply with 
the demands that alone can ensure to this country and to Holland a real 
and permanent tranquility.”65 LeBrun’s reply, though conciliatory in tone, 
simply reaffi rmed the French position on Belgium and Liège, justifying 
the Scheldt decree and the French occupation. In their dealings with the 
French, Pitt and Grenville had consistently maintained that no explana-
tion could be satisfactory as long as the French defended these actions. 
Furthermore, British and Dutch intelligence had per sis tent ly reported 
French military threats, including Dumouriez’s request to invade Hol-
land, which belied the French foreign minister’s assurances of a peaceful 
intent.66

On 18 January, Grenville curtly answered LeBrun’s overture by stating 
that he found in it no new basis for negotiations, “The declaration of wish-
ing to intermeddle in the affairs of other countries is therein renewed and 
the right of infringing treaties and violating the rights of our allies is still 
maintained.”67 Although indicating that the British  were open to unoffi -
cial negotiations, Grenville warned that Britain would continue military 
preparations “to defend our rights and to set up a barrier against those 
views of ambition and aggrandizement dangerous at all times to the rest of 
Eu rope but which become still more so being supported by the propagation 
of principles destructive of all social order.” Miles, now aware of LeBrun’s 
intransigence regarding Belgium, wrote to his friend that “Instead of 
peace, I see war on the point of being  declared—a war that will engulf 
both nations. LeBrun, you will become responsible for all its horrors!”68 
On 20 January, Grenville sent his correspondence with Chauvelin to Lord 
Auckland at The Hague and to Sir James Murray at Cologne and advised 
them that hostilities  were now imminent.69

Grenville’s response of 18 January was, in effect, a declaration of the 
cessation of relations between Great Britain and France. Pitt and Gren-
ville, seeing war as inevitable, contrived to maneuver the Executive Coun-
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cil into a position that would require a French declaration of war.70 
According to Maret, the British ministers “want, and this is a plan of ac-
tion conceived some time ago and followed rather skillfully, to force us to 
begin hostilities in order to present the rupture as our doing and a war of 
En gland against us as an act of legitimate and necessary  self- defense.”71 By 
blaming hostilities between the two nations on French aggression, the 
British could more easily convince the other Great Powers to join them in 
a joint war against French expansionism. Rather than declare war them-
selves, on 20 January, Grenville informed Chauvelin that, since he was not 
a recognized foreign emissary, he would come under the provisions of the 
newly passed Alien Bill and must leave En gland.72

On the eve ning of 23 January, the news of the execution of Louis XVI 
on 21 January reached Whitehall. The following day, a British royal edict 
ordered Chauvelin to leave En gland as soon as possible, his expulsion the 
equivalent of a declaration of war. Although relations between France and 
Britain had actually been severed days earlier, the British now cited the 
execution of Louis XVI as the offi cial cause of the diplomatic break. Gren-
ville wrote to Auckland, “I can imagine that the next dispatch to you will 
announce the commencement of hostilities. Probably the French will com-
mence them.”73

But LeBrun, having learned of Britain’s overtures to the allies from his 
secret agents and aware that France was likely to soon face a co ali tion in-
cluding most of Eu rope, was not yet prepared to abandon all hope of pre-
venting an outbreak of war with Britain.74 On 22 January, unaware of 
Chauvelin’s expulsion but recognizing that the king’s execution greatly 
increased the risk of an expanded war, LeBrun fi nally recalled Chauvelin 
to Paris, ordering him to inform the British ministry that, to maintain 
open communications, Maret would replace him as the offi cial French 
chargé d’affaires in London.75 In a letter to Noël at The Hague the same 
day, LeBrun maintained that despite the hostile tone of Grenville’s letter 
of 18 January, he refused to believe that Britain and the Dutch Republic 
actually contemplated war over what he considered trivial issues. If Brit-
ain’s intention regarding the allied powers was to intervene as a force for 
peace, France would consider Britain’s proposals for ending the war on the 
continent: “We must, if we can, avoid war with two nations who have 
large naval forces, and yet not discourage the patriots whose cause is only 
too like our own.”76 LeBrun instructed Noël to use all means to make the 
Dutch patriot leaders understand that an invasion of the Dutch Republic 
under the present crisis could only jeopardize the revolutionary cause be-
cause of its limited chance of success.

LeBrun also met with Dumouriez, Emmanual de Maulde (the former 
unoffi cial representative to The Hague), and the Executive Council, 
Diplomatic Committee, and Committee of General Defense to discuss 
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the possible resumption of the negotiations with Dumouriez proposed by 
the British and Dutch in November.77 The group sent de Maulde secretly 
to The Hague to arrange negotiations between Dumouriez, van de Spie-
gel, and Auckland, while Maret, replacing Chauvelin in London, would 
arrange safe passage and secret negotiations between Dumouriez and the 
British.78 Dumouriez left Paris for his winter camp in Antwerp on 24 
January to prepare for those secret peace missions. He told Miranda that 
he was going to London as extraordinary ambassador to learn the inten-
tions of the British cabinet and to pledge not to invade Holland in ex-
change for British and Dutch neutrality. If these negotiations collapsed, 
Dumouriez told Miranda, he would be ordered to attack the Dutch for-
tresses at Maestricht and Venlo.79

Maret left Paris for London on 27 January, learning of Chauvelin’s ex-
pulsion from En gland only when he arrived at Dover two days later, a 
shock that completely altered  Franco- British relations.80 Awaiting new in-
structions before initiating further talks with the British ministry, on 31 
January Maret wrote to LeBrun that his London contacts believed the 
British ministers would welcome his overtures and wished to avoid a break 
with France. He urged caution concerning Chauvelin’s expulsion, explain-
ing that much of the problem was a personality confl ict between Chauve-
lin and Lord Grenville.81 Maret also alerted Dumouriez to Chauvelin’s 
expulsion, noting that he awaited the general’s orders.82

On 24 January, de Maulde left Paris on his secret mission to The 
Hague, where he was to deliver a letter to Auckland from Dumouriez stat-
ing the general’s understanding that Auckland and van de Spiegel  were 
interested in negotiations and that he hoped “that we should draw from 
this meeting results useful to En gland, to the United Provinces, to France, 
to humanity, and perhaps to the  whole of Eu rope.”83 Meeting with Auck-
land to arrange possible talks, de Maulde responded to Auckland’s objec-
tions to French aggression that Dumouriez, as a military man, had not 
participated in the recent French  foreign—policy decisions, but that given 
the chaotic po liti cal situation in France and the condition of his army, 
simply wished to negotiate peace with Britain and the United Provinces. 
To ensure their continued neutrality, according to de Maulde, the general 
would agree not to launch an attack on the Dutch; if the negotiations  were 
unsuccessful, however, he would invade immediately.84 Writing to Gren-
ville on 28 January, Auckland urged him to accept Dumouriez’s proposal 
immediately to delay the attack and divert French forces to the Rhine, 
“where the Austrian and Prus sian forces are strong enough to meet the 
French army.”85 On 30 January, Auckland replied to Dumouriez that, al-
though he attributed the dispute between the two nations to French ag-
gression, he had requested permission from Whitehall to negotiate with 
him.86



 E f f o r t s  t o  P r e v e n t  a  W i d e r  Wa r  145

Events in Paris soon overtook LeBrun and Dumouriez’s attempts to 
avoid an expanded war. Chauvelin’s arrival on 30 January produced gen-
eral indignation in governmental circles. His humiliating expulsion and 
sudden appearance caused par tic u lar consternation for LeBrun and those 
in the government supporting negotiations with the British. LeBrun, not 
wanting to further enfl ame the increasingly bellicose sentiment in the 
Convention while he continued his attempts to prevent a break with Brit-
ain, had concealed how tenuous and strained relations between the two 
nations had become. The antagonism between Grenville and Chauvelin 
was not generally known in Paris, and LeBrun had not presented Gren-
ville’s 18 January refusal to continue negotiations to the Convention; he 
had not, in other words, alerted the deputies to the strong British reaction 
to French policies since his report of 31 December. As a result, many 
French policymakers saw Britain as making an abrupt  about- face and 
Chauvelin’s expulsion as tantamount to a declaration of war.

Within hours of Chauvelin’s arrival, the Executive Council, the Diplo-
matic Committee, and the Committee of General Defense convened in an 
emergency session and unanimously agreed to declare war on Great Brit-
ain and the United Provinces.87 LeBrun announced to the Convention 
that “The faint hope of peace that still remained a few days ago has van-
ished. His Britannic Majesty has used the opportunity of the unrelenting 
justice meted out to the last of our kings as an excuse to force the rupture.” 
The Convention immediately ordered the Executive Council to take all 
necessary mea sures for the republic’s security and the Committee of Gen-
eral Defense to report on the emergency situation. The following day, 1 
February, Brissot presented the Convention with the Committee of Gen-
eral Defense’s report, which blamed the break with Britain on a deliberate 
conspiracy on the part of George III, enumerated France’s complaints 
against the British since the withdrawal of their ambassador after 10 Au-
gust 1792, and concluded with a formal declaration of war. An angry 
Convention unanimously sanctioned a decree declaring war on Great Brit-
ain and the United Provinces and a motion calling for a revolutionary ap-
peal to the British people.88 The Executive Council placed an embargo on 
British and Dutch ships in French ports and ordered Dumouriez to invade 
the United Provinces and seize the fortresses of Maestricht and Venlo.89

With war declared, LeBrun gave his full support to the Batavian 
Revolutionary Committee. He instructed Comps, commander of the 
Batavian Legion at Antwerp, to immediately “join forces with the Gen-
eral and to second his military operations by all the revolutionary means 
which you have prepared.”90 Realizing that war with all of the Great 
Powers was imminent, LeBrun was convinced that only the conquest of 
the United Provinces could now prevent the loss of Belgium and Liège, 
while writing to Dumouriez that “The prompt execution of this invasion 
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is imperative to preserve Belgium and Liège and for the  well- being of the 
French army.”91

An expanded war with the Eu ro pe an powers also forced the Conven-
tion to revisit the issue of annexation. On 31 January, the deputies decreed 
the annexation of Nice and the immediate implementation of the decree 
of 15 December in the occupied territories. Although LeBrun had earlier 
agreed to delay those mea sures, by  mid- January he had lost hope that the 
Belgians could unite and constitute a viable republican government. To 
solve the po liti cal impasse in Belgium and enable the French to resist their 
reconquest by Austria and its allies, he had reluctantly decided to press for 
the annexation of Belgium and Liège.92 Although sacrifi cing Belgian in de-
pen dence to ensure a republican government, LeBrun continued to adhere 
to the ideal of  self- determination. One of LeBrun’s reasons for supporting 
 last- minute negotiations between Dumouriez and Great Britain and the 
United Provinces had been to temporize while or ga niz ing a campaign to 
win po liti cal support for the annexation of the Belgian provinces and 
Liège.93

On 31 January, the deputies also debated a Liégeois request for annexa-
tion to France. In January newly elected Liégeois assemblies had freely 
expressed their desire for annexation to France.94 Danton, representing the 
Convention’s commissioners in Belgium and Liège, presented the request, 
verifying that annexation was the choice of the people and employing the 
“natural frontiers” argument: “I say that it is in vain to fear extending 
the republic too much. Its frontiers are marked by nature. We shall reach 
the four points on the horizon; on the side of the Rhine, on the side of the 
ocean, on the side of the Alps. There the boundaries of our republic must 
be, and no human power will be able to prevent us from extending them.” 
Mallarmé, however, objected to the “reunion” of Liège, maintaining that 
the people themselves, not a French commissioner, must request annexa-
tion: “It is not at all the sovereign people of Liège who have expressed 
themselves directly to you: it is a general commanding the armies of Bel-
gium who has sent to the minister of war the copy of a letter of the presi-
dent of the Assembly of the sovereign people of the city of Liège. There is 
nothing in this letter that establishes that it is the expression of the sover-
eign people of Liège.”

In response to this debate, Camus moved that the Liégeois request be 
rejected, moving instead that the Convention’s commissioners be ordered 
to immediately or ga nize new elections to assemblies that would vote on 
annexation. To meet the ideological requirement that such a request be 
based on the will of the people, these elections would be free, but elected 
representatives who refused to meet in their assemblies, where a voice vote 
on annexation would be taken, would be regarded as enemies. By approv-
ing Camus’s proposals, the National Convention for the fi rst time offi -
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cially adopted a policy of annexation, not for solely ideological reasons but 
to meet the requirements of an expanding war.

To save what he could of the Belgian plan, LeBrun immediately or-
dered the French commissioners in Belgium to work with the Belgian pa-
triots and with Dumouriez and his generals to or ga nize elections and 
encourage annexationist sentiment among the Belgian people:

Support, encourage, and facilitate this desire for a  union which seems to 
benefi t them; diligently bring to bear all the persuasive means you have in 
this respect, and complete soon what Belgium herself has started in so de-
cisive a way. By stressing their  self- interest, get those inhabitants to make 
up their minds who might not otherwise do so, or who only feel themselves 
slightly drawn towards this goal. In a manner of speaking, it becomes in-
dispensable to them to attain it if they desire the support of France, and if 
they fear the chains of Austria.95

According to LeBrun, annexation was now the only way to keep the Brit-
ish and the Dutch from placing Belgium and Liège “back under the 
domination from which they have been freed by our armies, and to estab-
lish there as the new master the young Archduke Charles.”

Although LeBrun and Dumouriez had made concerted efforts to avoid 
expanding the war to include Great Britain and the United Provinces, 
they had been unable to retreat from their plan to republicanize Belgium 
and Liège. Indeed, their Belgian policy had become the major source of 
contention between France and Great Britain, creating the circumstances 
leading to the War of the First Co ali tion and the attempt to annex Bel-
gium and Liège.
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C h a p t e r  9

Failure of the 
Belgian Plan, 
 February- March 1793

With the collapse of diplomatic negotiations following the formal declara-
tion of war on Great Britain and the United Provinces on 1 February 
1793, LeBrun and Dumouriez continued to pursue their Belgian plan on 
two interdependent fronts: the French invasion and conquest of the United 
Provinces and the annexation of the Belgian provinces and Liège. Du-
mouriez was disappointed by the failure of negotiations, as the delay had 
given the stadholder time to or ga nize Dutch defenses while his army re-
mained in a deplorable condition.1 Nevertheless, once war was declared, 
an immediate invasion was essential to French success. Most importantly, 
as he wrote to Miranda, the successful conquest of the United Provinces 
would secure Belgium and Liège and give their people greater confi dence 
in the benefi ts and protection of the French Republic.2

On 9 February, LeBrun affi rmed the Executive Council’s complete 
faith in Dumouriez and their common  aim—the prompt invasion of the 
United Provinces for the preservation of Belgium and Liège.3 As Du-
mouriez wrote to Beurnonville, the French army was too weak to defend 
Belgium and Liège against the Austrians and Prus sians without the sup-
port of the Belgians, and destroying the Belgian counterrevolution re-
quired the occupation of the United Provinces.4 LeBrun explained to 
Tronquet  Saint- Michel, a commissioner of the Executive Council in Bel-
gium, that “Victory on Batavian territory could only improve and stimu-
late public opinion in Belgium and particularly in Antwerp.”5

Dumouriez’s campaign to replace Pache as minister of war with Beurn-
onville had succeeded, and the new minister gave Dumouriez’s invasion 
plans his unqualifi ed support and promised to fully provision the army.6 
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In addition to their frequent communication with Dumouriez, LeBrun 
and Beurnonville maintained their own almost daily correspondence to 
coordinate the war and Belgian and Liégeois affairs.7 Their almost exclu-
sive concentration on the Belgian situation and invasion of the United 
Provinces was demonstrated by their lack of response to General Custine’s 
urgent appeals for more support for his occupation of the Rhineland. The 
Rhinelanders, afraid that France would be unable to defend their territory, 
had become increasingly reluctant to commit to a  short- lived French re-
gime, and thus Custine pleaded with LeBrun and Beurnonville to main-
tain a strong army in Mainz and along the left bank of the Rhine to force 
the allied armies to disperse defensively.8 But neither LeBrun nor Beurn-
onville responded to his requests, ending all offi cial support for Pache’s 
Rhineland strategy. Custine was losing ground to the allies, and although 
the commissioners sent by the Convention to investigate the situation sup-
ported Custine’s command, they did not recommend reinforcements. By 
March Mainz would be under siege, and the commissioners reported that 
any attempt to save it would be futile.

The Batavian patriots had convinced LeBrun and Dumouriez that 
when French troops invaded the United Provinces, they would provoke an 
insurrection against the stadholder’s regime, the French army would be 
welcomed throughout the United Provinces, and the Dutch would pro-
vide them with arms, provisions, munitions, and 25,000- 30,000 rein-
forcements.9 Though pleased with the French decision to fi nally invade, 
the Batavian patriots urged LeBrun to make several changes in the appli-
cation of the decree of 15 December to avoid problems that had plagued 
local Belgian governments under the French occupation. These included 
allowing the French to replace municipal regents but to leave lower offi -
cials in place, keeping Dutch taxes as they  were and placing control of the 
Dutch government directly in the hands of the Batavian Revolutionary 
Committee.10 According to  Dumont- Pigalle, one of the Dutch patriot 
leaders, LeBrun agreed to their proposals and had them approved by the 
Committee of General Defense.11 Although the Convention’s fi nal decree 
would vest the “revolutionary authority” in the French rather than the 
Dutch, it adopted all the other provisions LeBrun recommended. The 
French  were forbidden to use assignats in the United Provinces, and except 
for traditional Dutch taxes on beer and bread, which  were to be abolished 
for the benefi t of the Dutch sans- culottes, all existing taxes  were to remain 
in place. LeBrun had represented these changes to the deputies as induce-
ments to gain Dutch support for the liberation that would follow the 
French invasion.12

Dumouriez had been confi dent of his earlier invasion strategy, in which 
his army would besiege Maestricht, General Miranda’s forces would seize 
Venlo, and their combined armies would take Nimwegen, after which, he 
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believed, it would take only two weeks for the victorious French to ad-
vance on Amsterdam.13 On 11 February, however, the Duke of Brunswick 
struck fi rst, reinforcing Venlo with 10,000 Prus sian troops, strengthening 
the right fl ank of the imperial army, and destroying Dumouriez’s original 
invasion plan. In response, Dumouriez proposed a daring  two- pronged 
attack. Miranda and his generals would besiege Maestricht and prevent 
Brunswick’s army from reinforcing its garrison, while Dumouriez would 
lead the rest of the Army of Belgium on the shortest but most dangerous 
route, much of it by water, to capture Amsterdam.14 This strategy would 
enable the French to cover a broad span of territory with a limited number 
of troops and make an unexpected and rapid advance. Dumouriez’s inten-
tion was to capture most of the major cities and defenses en route, trap 
Brunswick’s forces between Miranda’s army and his own, and with the aid 
of Dutch patriots, establish a republican government that would order 
Dutch commanders to surrender the remaining fortresses.

Depending on speed and surprise, Dumouriez did not intend to fi ght a 
conventional war. He was counting on the enemy’s supposition that the 
French forces  were much more formidable than they  were, on the stad-
holder’s not having an immediate plan of defense or a mobilized and sea-
soned army, and on a simultaneous Dutch insurrection. Above all, 
Dumouriez realized, he must astonish the enemy with the impetuosity of 
the strike.15 In this, Dumouriez did not anticipate that British intelligence 
had learned of this strategy and quickly communicated it to the allies.16 He 
also discounted the concerns of his  second- in- command, Miranda, who 
approved the strategy but warned Beurnonville that “our forces are far from 
being suffi cient to hold successfully the  whole territory that we are occupy-
ing at the moment, or to execute the operations which we are about to un-
dertake.”17 Miranda was properly concerned about the strength and skill of 
the Austrian army, commanded since early February by the formidable 
Marshal Frédéric Josias, Prince of  Saxe- Cobourg. But Dumouriez insisted 
that, in spite of its excellent cavalry and Hungarian grenadiers, the Aus-
trian army consisted primarily of new recruits, was poorly provisioned, and 
could not participate in the campaign for several weeks.18

Now facing an expanded allied co ali tion, Dumouriez was under in-
tense pressure to retain Belgium and Liège, and the wretched condition of 
his army forced him into a bold offensive strategy. He understood that 
he lacked enough troops to keep the enemy at bay on all fronts and still 
launch a major offensive, yet trusted that his troops, understanding all the 
diffi culties of such an invasion, would summon increased enthusiasm for 
the hazardous campaign.19 Dumouriez asked Beurnonville and the Execu-
tive Council for continued support for his Dutch strategy because “with-
out Holland, our position in Belgium will become untenable”; with 
Holland, he would push the imperial army back across the Rhine.20
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Dumouriez’s strategy had the  wholehearted support of his generals, 
Valence writing to Beurnonville that “Dumouriez will succeed. His genius 
and his audacity make that a certainty. If you only knew what this army 
was like, which is going to capture the strongholds, seize ships and over-
run Holland victoriously!”21 Beurnonville showed confi dence in Du-
mouriez’s ability, telling Miranda that his plan was well constructed and 
Valence that “Dumouriez’s genius would make good for everything, and 
[through his amphibious strategy] the new Icarus would rise above the 
dikes of Holland.”22

On 15 February, the eve of Dumouriez’s invasion, he issued manifestoes 
proclaiming his intentions to the Dutch, the Belgians, and the Liégeois.23 
To the Dutch, he announced that he had come to liberate them from the 
tyrant William V, who had given away their colonial trade to Great Britain. 
He praised the Liégeois for their revolutionary spirit and asked for their 
support of the French invasion and the Dutch revolution. Addressing the 
Belgians, he declared that the conquest of Holland would ensure their own 
freedom, invited them to fi ght the Austrians in the Netherlands under their 
own fl ag, and assured them that the French would protect them from 
the imperial troops marching toward the Belgian provinces. The Batavian 
Revolutionary Committee also proclaimed Dumouriez’s invasion, an-
nouncing his intention to free the Dutch people from tyranny.24

On 16 February, Dumouriez launched his bold invasion, marching from 
Antwerp to the fortress of Breda as Miranda turned to the southeast to lay 
siege to Maestricht. In quick succession, Dumouriez’s troops seized Breda, 
Klundert, and Geertrindenburg, and then, according to plan, prepared to 
embark from Moerdijk across the Holland Diep to seize Dordrecht and 
march on Rotterdam.25 LeBrun and Beurnonville  were overjoyed at Du-
mouriez’s success. LeBrun was “sure this conquest is a favorable sign and the 
liberator of Belgium will soon be the regenerator of the United Provinces” 
and reaffi rmed his devotion to their cause.26 Beurnonville, calling Du-
mouriez “Eternal Father,” reiterated the Executive Council’s support of his 
strategy, though noting that success depended on the capture of Mae-
stricht.27 By early March, the policymakers in Paris  were suffi ciently confi -
dent of Dumouriez’s success that on 7 March they declared war on Spain.28

But Dumouriez’s triumph was fl eeting. As he was about to embark 
across the Holland Diep to attack Dortrecht, aides brought the shattering 
news that the allied armies had decisively defeated the French near Liège 
and occupied that city. On the night of 9- 10 March, the general placed his 
expeditionary force in Holland under the command of General de Flers 
and left immediately for Belgium.29

Under the guise of supporting the United Provinces, Austria’s major 
military objective in February 1793 was to reconquer Belgium and Liège 
to exchange them for Bavaria, an aim supported by the Prus sians.30 Early 
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in February, Austria’s Field Marshal Cobourg and Prus sia’s Duke of Bruns-
wick had met at Frankfurt to determine the allied strategy for reconquer-
ing Belgium and Liège. On the night of 1 March, Cobourg’s troops 
quickly crossed the Roer to attack the French at several key points, know-
ing that if Dumouriez reached the heart of Holland and Miranda seized 
Maestricht, the allies would never regain their former territories. Co-
bourg’s forces surprised and defeated the armies of Generals La Noue and 
Stengel and proceeded to capture  Aix- la- Chapelle.31 On 3 March, Co-
bourg’s  second- in- command, the Archduke Charles, lifted the French 
siege of Maestricht. The allied advance threw the French armies into con-
fusion and panic, and their retreat from Belgium and Liège began on 4 
March with the defeat of Valence and Miranda’s armies and the capture of 
Tongres.32 In a council of war on 5 March, Generals Miranda, Valence, La 
Noue, Thouvenot, and the Duke de Chartres decided to evacuate their 
troops from Liège.33 The French armies of Belgium, the Ardennes, and the 
North reassembled at Louvain when, on 12 March, Dumouriez arrived to 
reestablish a unity of command.34

The allies’ lightning strike was the turning point of the spring cam-
paign, and reports of the defeats caused dismay in Paris and further inten-
sifi ed the  Montagnard- Girondin struggle. On 10 March, Robespierre 
accused Generals La Noue and Stengel of allowing the defeat at Aix- la- 
Chapelle, and the deputies ordered them to appear before the bar of the 
Convention.35 An agitated Dumouriez immediately defended his generals 
to Beurnonville, arguing that the French defeats had not been caused by 
wrongdoing or incompetence and that, on the contrary, the generals and 
troops had shown great courage. He described the decree of recall as unjust 
and as causing consternation among his generals: “It should be common 
knowledge, that the outcome of battles is a matter of chance; that a large 
number of factors which have nothing to do with the plans the general 
make contribute to the causes of victory or defeat.”36 Somers reported that 
the Executive Council was so discouraged by the French defeats that they 
had considered ordering Dumouriez to withdraw from Belgium entirely in 
order to fortify the French frontier, but they had decided against it, as 
“such a plan must meet with that general’s decided reprobation, as [Bel-
gium] was always his favorite object.”37

LeBrun learned of the defeats from Milon, one of his secret agents in 
Belgium, who reported on 4 and 7 March that the Austrian successes at 
 Aix- la Chapelle and Maestricht  were largely due to their excellent intelli-
gence network among the Belgians, who, he added, “appear most happy to 
see us leave.”38 In response, LeBrun urged his agents to redouble their ef-
forts “to speak out for yourself and your friends, speak out for annexation 
all over Belgium. In essence, this is the main objective of the instructions 
to be given to the national commissioners.”39
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Although on 31 January the National Convention had shifted its oc-
cupation strategy toward annexation, it continued to insist on the principle 
of  self- determination, maintaining that only through legally constituted 
elections could occupied peoples legitimately request annexation to France. 
By  mid- February, however, the deputy Lazare Carnot had proposed that 
annexation be undertaken on behalf of French interests whether or not the 
people to be annexed so wished. Ideally, he argued, the desires of the oc-
cupied peoples and French  self- interest would coincide; but in an emer-
gency, France should annex territories when it was benefi cial for it to do so. 
The deputies applauded Carnot and voted unanimously to annex Monaco 
and some of the Rhenish states belonging to the Duke of Zweibrücken 
and the Prince of Nassau.

Despite its departure from the principle of  self- determination, LeBrun 
had now accepted this annexation policy for Belgium and Liège, reasoning 
that the Belgians would willingly accept annexation as preferable to Aus-
trian reconquest and that annexation alone could end the po liti cal chaos 
there and protect their liberty. Yet he still believed that this could be ac-
complished voluntarily, as in Liège.40 LeBrun directed this policy through 
his agents and the commanders of the occupying forces, putting all his 
efforts into generating Belgian enthusiasm for annexation and revolution-
ary principles.41 As he admitted to the Curé Lye, his old friend and agent 
in Herve, “Perhaps in ordinary times it would have been more natural, 
more in accordance with our principles, to leave entirely to the Belgian 
themselves an absolutely undefi ned freedom to or ga nize what ever govern-
ment they wished for themselves. However, in a time of turmoil and revo-
lutions, surrounded by intrigues and seductions, and more especially with 
the example of our own past to go by, both our own safety and the inter-
ests of the Belgian people demand of us an active role in their fi rst at-
tempts to form their own government.”42 Thus it was only after the 
escalation of the war threatened France with military defeat and Belgium 
with a Hapsburg restoration that annexation had become a signifi cant ele-
ment of French foreign policy. France’s new annexationist policy was not, 
as commonly argued, a return to monarchical ambitions or a belligerent 
program of revolutionary imperialism.43 Rather, LeBrun and the other 
French policymakers believed that the overwhelming Eu ro pe an opposi-
tion to France and the desperate plight of the divided Belgians had left 
them no alternative.

Under these new circumstances, LeBrun and the Executive Council 
had ordered their  thirty- two commissioners on mission in Belgium to 
make every effort to persuade the Belgians to freely support annexation in 
their newly constituted assemblies. The Convention also sent six new 
deputies of their  own—Camus, de Douai, Trielhard, Gossuin, Danton, 
and  Delacroix—to assist in those efforts.44 In his instructions, LeBrun as-
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sured the commissioners that “the two Flanders, Bruges, Liège, Limbourg, 
Stravelo, Malmédi, Lohn, Dinant and the surrounding countryside, Mons 
and even part of Brussels, are leaning toward and voting for annexation to 
France like Savoy.”45 He instructed them to establish the best possible rela-
tions between French military commanders and Belgian patriots and 
to represent Belgian, not only French, interests: “Your prudence and your 
generosity tell you to lay emphasis, in these decisive times for the Belgians, 
only on the interests of the Belgians themselves.”46 The commissioners, 
genuinely animated by a desire to replace the ancien regime institutions in 
Belgium with a new social order and believing that French safety de-
pended on it, on the  whole avoided outward manifestations of extraordi-
nary power and conducted themselves with an austerity and simplicity 
characteristic of French republican ideals.47 They carried out LeBrun’s or-
ders on the implementation of the decree of 31 January precisely, taking 
immediate mea sures against any agents or military personnel found abus-
ing their power and, in some cases, indemnifying the victims.48

Nevertheless, many Belgians, especially the conservatives, had become 
increasingly alienated by the French efforts to revolutionize Belgian local 
rule, social structure, and institutions. On 21 February, Milon reported 
that “The way the Belgians in general are thinking is not yet very reassur-
ing. The co ali tion of fanat i cism between the partisans of the former con-
stitution and the supporters of Austria is continually at work raising 
obstacles and even strong opposition to the introduction and propagation 
of the new regime.”49 If Belgians friendly to France  were to resist the con-
servatives, they must be confi dent that the French military presence could 
protect them from reprisals in the event of reconquest. For that reason, 
LeBrun, the commissioners, and the Belgian patriots understood that the 
French annexationist policy in Belgium and Liège would depend almost 
entirely on Dumouriez’s success in conquering the United Provinces.

Tronquet  Saint- Michel, the Executive Council’s commissioner in 
Antwerp, had advised LeBrun that, although annexationist sentiment was 
low, the fi rst news of Dumouriez’s success in Holland would produce a 
great burst of pop u lar enthusiasm for annexation.50 LeBrun, Dumouriez, 
Beurnonville, and the commissioners all expected victory in Holland to 
inspire Belgian confi dence that France could protect their liberty and fol-
lowed Dumouriez’s spectacular seizure of Breda, Klundert, and Geertrin-
denberg with a propaganda campaign to kindle the spirit of egalitarianism 
among the Belgians.51 LeBrun’s voluminous correspondence with the 
commissioners, agents, and generals reiterated the importance of respect-
ing the principle of pop u lar sovereignty in working for annexation. He 
assured LeVoz, his friend and agent in Liège, “that the Executive Council 
has given the commissioners the most precise instructions that annexation 
take place only after a mandate of the majority of the people has been 
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freely expressed.”52 Accordingly, he instructed D’Amandry to “address 
yourself to the task of spreading enlightenment, allaying fears, calming 
passions, and especially of proving to the majority that their  self- interest 
lies in answering the call of liberty.”53 Deshacquets continued to assure the 
foreign minister that with the destruction of their old institutions, “the 
Belgians would become the most solid supporters and the most enthusias-
tic propagators of the true and only liberty, which is founded on equal-
ity.”54

LeBrun, the commissioners, and French agents in Belgium recognized 
that not only would military success increase Belgian confi dence and en-
courage  pro- annexation sentiment, but that a rapid annexation of the 
Belgian provinces would also strengthen the French war effort. In their 
reports to Paris, the Convention’s commissioners especially stressed the 
military argument for annexation: “The salvation of the French Republic 
lies in Belgium. Only by the  union of this rich country with our territory 
can we redress our fi nances and continue the war, so in order to attain this 
great objective we must offer the timid patriots of Belgium of powerful 
means of security; by widespread deployment of our military resources we 
must prove to them that they do not have to fear the return to Austrian 
domination.”55 This emphasis on French rather than Belgian interests led 
to confl icts between the chief proponents of the Belgian plan and the six 
commissioners from the Convention, whose presence and views refl ected 
both the growing Montagnard opposition to the Girondins and the Con-
vention’s bid for greater control over the government. For LeBrun and his 
agents, Dumouriez and his generals, and the Executive Council’s commis-
sioners, the annexation of the Belgian Provinces and Liège should refl ect 
the sincere desire of the majority even as it countered the danger of an 
Austrian reconquest, and they opposed coercive mea sures to annex Bel-
gium and Liège. For the Convention’s commissioners, however, the mili-
tary necessity of annexation trumped other considerations, refl ecting the 
dominant sentiment in Paris. They held that Belgium and Liège should be 
annexed immediately and predicted that defeat would be tragic for both 
nations: “It would be quite certain, then, that the Sicilian vespers would 
sound all over Belgium for the French, and the Belgian patriots, trembling 
for themselves, could not be of the slightest use to them.”56

For their varied reasons, throughout February the commissioners 
worked to create annexationist sentiment in the Belgian primary assem-
blies, which consisted of all male Belgians  twenty- one years of age or over. 
In some places voting was by voice, making it impossible to determine 
how many actual votes  were cast for or against annexation, while in others 
voters’ preferences  were recorded in writing. Despite the lack of reliable 
data on how many Belgians voted for reunion with France in 1793, the 
available fragmentary rec ords suggest that 594 towns and communes 
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voted for annexation and 71 against.57 Although there  were reports that 
some commissioners used arbitrary arrests and intimidation to produce 
the desired results and there  were scattered reports of violence, nearly all 
these instances occurred after the Austrian onslaught on 1 March. French 
soldiers  were present at nearly all the primary assemblies, French generals 
and commissioners attempted to hold peaceful elections, and in general 
the voting procedures  were conducted honestly. These results have been 
variously interpreted, but what can be said factually about the Belgian- 
Liégeois “plebiscite” of 1793 is that a great majority of the communes that 
voted accepted  union with France.58 In Liège, where  pro- French sentiment 
had always been strong, on 16 February  sixty- one Liégeois deputies voted 
for annexation in their National Assembly, expressing only fi ve reserva-
tions, all of which involved the circulation of assignats.59

At the request of the Committee of General Defense, on 28 February 
LeBrun reported to the Convention on the Belgian situation, announcing 
that “The principles spread by the commissioners, by the generals, and by 
other patriots, their good example and their enthusiasm, have produced 
the best effect in Belgium.”60 The foreign minister announced that despite 
differences in local circumstances, throughout Belgium the old regime’s 
onerous taxes had been eliminated,  well- chosen provisional administra-
tions established, hospitals and roads repaired, and the infl uence of the 
Belgian estates, priests, and émigrés largely eliminated, although “their 
perfi dious insinuations and their lies are in some districts still misleading 
the least enlightened of the inhabitants and are obliging our commis-
sioners and the true patriots to redouble their efforts and their caution.” 
 LeBrun, apparently fi ltering the reports reaching him through his own 
enthusiasm, seriously if sincerely exaggerated favorable Belgian opinion. 
His optimism seemed confi rmed when on 1 March he was able to an-
nounce to the Convention that the majority of Belgians and Liégeois had 
in fact requested annexation: “It gives me great satisfaction to be able to 
communicate to the National Convention this new proof of the good will 
of the Belgian people.”61 The National Convention then began accepting 
the Belgian and Liégeois annexation requests.

But on the very day of LeBrun’s announcement, the  Austro- Prus sian 
rout of the French armies triggered what would become a general Belgian 
insurrection against the French. The Statists quickly united all streams of 
opposition to the French in the countryside and in the towns, causing 
continuous disorder.62 Fear of the advancing allied army led to a loss of 
confi dence in Dumouriez and the French army and to frenzied pillaging 
by French soldiers, further enraging the Belgian population. From Brus-
sels LeBrun and Beurnonville  were informed that the “fanatical priests in 
Brabant” had risen and that it would take 20,000 additional troops to 
prevent a general insurrection throughout Brabant. Milon wrote that the 



158 F o r e i g n  P o l i c y  a n d  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n

Brabançons  were rejoicing at the news of the French disasters.63 Dispatches 
from Antwerp, Ghent, and Tournai reported that  anti- French sentiment 
had increased since the defeats at  Aix- la- Chapelle, Liège, and Maestricht.64 
The largest insurrection broke out at Grammont where, according to the 
Duke of Chartres, “a large gathering of peasants with arms and even artil-
lery had defeated the French troops sent to disperse it.”65 LeBrun was in 
daily contact with Beurnonville, requesting the creation of more Belgian 
legions to bolster the French presence and passing on intelligence reports 
on the position and state of the French and Allied armies.66 Notwith-
standing the constant stream of reports of defeat, disaster, and insurrec-
tion, LeBrun announced to the Convention on 11 March that “despite the 
diffi culties of the moment, the love of the Belgians for liberty is shown 
daily, even in the presence of the enemy, by their requests for annexa-
tion.”67 The requests for annexation had convinced him that the Belgians 
and Liégeois understood that annexation would protect their freedom and 
that the French military setback was only momentary.68

But in Belgium, the sudden and overwhelmingly successful allied of-
fensive had profoundly demoralized the French army. Thousands deserted, 
and general disorder prevailed among the troops of the line.69 The French 
regulars, demanding the return of their commander in chief from Hol-
land, fell back in panic and disarray as the imposing imperial army 
marched toward Liège.70 After pushing the French behind the Sambre 
River, Cobourg reinforced Maestricht and conquered Liège. While wait-
ing for further instructions, he reestablished former local administrations 
under the estates and punished Belgian patriots with heavy fi nes.71

Given the French defeats and the dismay of the Belgians, many of the 
French revolutionary agents became defensive, menacing, and even brutal. 
Panic overcame the commissioners, often manifested in the sanctioning 
of outrageous acts against the Belgian privileged classes, particularly the 
clergy. The Convention’s commissioners met at Lille to devise a course of 
action, delegating their authority to the Executive Council’s commission-
ers in their absence. Before leaving for Lille, they decreed on 5 March that 
all silver and gold in religious establishments not required for worship ser-
vices be sequestered and sent to France to protect it from the enemy.72 
When the Council’s commissioners implemented the decree in their ab-
sence, soldiers and a legion of sans- culottes led by the French radical Esti-
enne pillaged the churches indiscriminately, and the situation lost the 
sanction of law. To avoid further insurrection, the commissioners ordered 
all émigrés  tracked down and imprisoned and hostages seized and sent to 
French frontier towns; eleven Belgians who defi ed French decrees  were 
imprisoned. In the last days of March, when disaster appeared certain, 
some commissioners sequestered public trea suries. In their retreat, French 
troops lost much of their discipline. As Gadolle, the commissioner of the 
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Executive Council at Ostende, reported to LeBrun, “In all the Belgian 
towns through which the troops of the Republic pass or in which they 
have a garrison, greater or lesser excesses are being committed, such as 
public insubordination toward their superiors, drinking, libertinage, and 
fi lthiness, especially of the soldiers who are billeted in bourgeois homes, 
where they damage everything they use, such as beds, and their behavior, 
far from encouraging the Belgians to unite with and fraternize with France, 
annoys them; for the Belgian, being unable to read, judges only by what he 
sees.”73

The Belgians  were soon in open insurrection. Priests damned the oc-
cupiers from the pulpit, and lawyers joined them in urging revolt against 
French administrators. Almost everywhere in Belgium the black cockade 
of Austria replaced the French tricolor. In public squares the raised stan-
dard of the imperial ea gle replaced the tree of liberty, and everywhere  were 
heard cries of “Vive l’empereur!” The French  were insulted, hissed, even 
assaulted. A Belgian vigilante band called les Hardis pillaged the retreating 
French convoys. On 7 March, outbreaks of violence occurred in Soignies, 
Enghien, Namur, Renaix, and Thourout. Near Alsot, bands of armed 
peasants raided the French carts carry ing Belgian silver and gold to Lille.74 
On 11 March, the Executive Council’s commissioners in Brussels wrote to 
LeBrun in despair: “The situation is becoming more and more alarming. 
All the destructive passions have been stirred up: the tocsin of insurrection 
is being sounded in the country places, the curés and the monks are fi ring 
on our detachments, the black cockade has been raised in Grammont. . . .  
Everywhere fanat i cism and the aristocracy are raising their horrible head, 
democracy is silent, and trembling awaits the outcome of the fi ght be-
tween the soldiers of liberty and the automatons of despotism.”75

When Dumouriez had learned that the allies had driven the French 
armies in Belgium behind the Meuse and Sambre and Belgium was in full 
insurrection, he immediately left Holland “to reassure the Belgians and to 
bring them back to us through the confi dence that they have in me, par-
ticularly by diminishing the tyranny and the injustices which they have 
been through up till now.”76 Arriving in Antwerp, the general took charge, 
restoring calm by dismissing the French commissioners for attempting to 
imprison deputies of the city’s primary assembly and dividing the responsi-
bilities of the municipal government between the assembly and the French 
military authority.77 The next day he arrived in Brussels, where he found 
 wholesale desertions, looting, and a population terrorized by Estienne’s 
sans- culottes. Dumouriez immediately closed the city’s gates, put the local 
garrison on patrol to arrest all deserters, and ordered Estienne arrested and 
his legion disbanded. Dumouriez suspended the Executive Council’s com-
missioners  Gouget- Deslandres and Robert for ordering the confi scation of 
ecclesiastical silver and gold and arrested Chépy for making threats against 
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the Belgians.78 He ordered the return of everything confi scated from Bel-
gian churches. Enraged and frustrated, he turned his considerable energies 
to reversing the anarchy unleashed by the defeat of his armies. Confi dent 
of eventual military success, he believed that strong action could halt the 
turmoil and that he could still save the Belgians and Liégeois from the 
Austrians.

On 11 March, Dumouriez addressed the Brussels assembly, apologizing 
for the actions of the French commissioners and soldiers: “Citizens! I have 
come to tell you that they have committed wrongs and even crimes against 
the Belgian people. I proclaim to you that I wish to repair the fi rst and 
punish the second.”79 He pledged to release all Belgians arbitrarily arrested 
and to free all hostages. Entrusting the Brussels government to the Assem-
bly, he asked them to persuade their counterparts throughout Belgium to 
recognize the French as liberators and friends and to assure them that they 
would never again face persecution by French agents: “Belgians, count on 
our bravery and our own feelings of fraternity. I was sad to learn of your 
justifi ed complaints. I am going to end them. I recognize no other force 
than that of the law, and I will plead your defense against injustice, just as 
I have defended you and will still defend you against the bayonets of the 
enemy.” Dumouriez’s speech electrifi ed the Assembly. The deputies  rose, 
applauded enthusiastically, and escorted Dumouriez to the Grand Place, 
where they  were met by a crowd that burst into applause. The general’s 
mea sures worked. His proclamation, posted everywhere in both French 
and Flemish by the military commandants, reestablished order.

On 12 March, Dumouriez wrote what would become his last letter to 
his friend and collaborator LeBrun, informing him of his actions in 
Antwerp and Brussels and intention to do the same throughout Belgium 
and asking the foreign minister to recall the commissioners to Paris. 
Dumouriez understood that his actions had defi ed the Convention and 
could result in his recall and trial, but he took the risk nonetheless, telling 
LeBrun, “You know my fi rmness and the soundness of my intentions. 
That should be enough for you.”80

Knowing that he had staked his career, perhaps even his life, on his 
decision to restore order and security in Belgium without authorization, 
on 12 March he wrote a fateful letter to the National Convention describ-
ing the Belgian situation and justifying his actions as necessary to save the 
French armies.81 He blamed the defeats of his armies on Pache and the 
previous ministers of war and the Belgian uprisings on the commissioners, 
whom he called extortionists and agents of tyranny who had antagonized 
the Belgians by their brutal and insolent zeal. Dumouriez accused the 
commissioners of deceiving the Convention about their actions, forcing 
some Belgians to vote for annexation, giving the priests grounds to de-
nounce the French as profane thieves, and committing violent and unjust 
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acts. As a result, villages  were revolting and arming against the French, 
who  were now surrounded by a sea of enemies. Placing this insurrection in 
an historical context, Dumouriez equated the actions of the French with 
those of ancien regime despots: “Review the history of the Low Countries, 
and you will see that the Belgian people are good, honest, decent folk who 
yearn to throw off the yoke of suppression. The Duke of Alba, the cruelest 
of Phillip II’s henchmen, had eigh teen thousand of them put to death at 
the hands of executioners. The Belgians have avenged themselves through 
thirty years of civil warfare, and only their attachment to the religion of 
their fathers had made them revert to Spanish subjugation.” By angrily 
imposing blame for the Belgian fi asco on the commissioners and several 
French policymakers, specifi cally Pache (now the powerful mayor of Paris) 
and Cambon, Dumouriez aroused great animosity in both the Conven-
tion and the Jacobin Club.

In Paris, LeBrun’s correspondence indicates that he worked feverishly 
and almost exclusively on Belgian affairs throughout March. Greatly con-
cerned about the impact of French defeats on the Belgians, he was espe-
cially troubled by the Austrian reoccupation of Liège, though he never 
ceased hoping that the French would recapture his adopted homeland.82 
LeBrun had been surprised by Dumouriez’s actions of 11- 12 March, as he 
had believed that the annexationist campaign had been a success and that 
Belgians had at last been persuaded to adopt the principles of liberty and 
equality.83 Sharing Dumouriez’s anger at the commissioners for ordering 
the removal of the silver and gold from the Belgian churches “at the very 
time when the hearts of the Belgians  were so important,” LeBrun recalled to 
Brussels all the commissioners suspended by Dumouriez but instructed 
them to remain in Belgium to promote demo cratic principles and annexa-
tion, repeatedly admonishing them to treat the Belgians equitably: “Our 
principles tell us to respect the people’s rights.”84 LeBrun wholly supported 
Dumouriez’s strong mea sures and communicated the Executive Council’s 
full approval to him.85 He defended Dumouriez’s proclamation of 12 
March to Rens, the Vonckist leader, and promised it would be imple-
mented peacefully.86 LeBrun demanded that more troops be sent to restore 
order and, above all, to prevent an Austrian reconquest.87

Support for Dumouriez’s effort to reestablish Belgian confi dence 
seemed unanimous among the Executive Council’s commissioners and 
LeBrun’s agents. Even the commissioners Dumouriez had suspended in 
Brussels,  Gouget- Deslandres and Robert, praised his accomplishments to 
LeBrun, noting that it had been the arbitrary powers given to the Conven-
tion’s commissioners that had necessitated Dumouriez’s dictatorial procla-
mation: “The general had taken on himself the entire responsibility for 
saving the republic. He will conquer the enemy, who is already retreating 
before us, and the insurrection of Grammont is calm since the arrival of 
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Dumouriez.”88 Only Bexon and Rilgault, the Council’s commissioners at 
Namur, qualifi ed their support, criticizing Dumouriez’s dictatorial tone 
but acknowledging that he was “the man who perhaps holds in his hands 
the fate of the republic.”89 LeBrun’s secret agents  were unanimous in their 
praise for Dumouriez. Gonchon and Foucarde lauded him for not aban-
doning the Belgians, “a people made to be free.” From Brussels, Baret 
praised Dumouriez’s leadership in a time of crisis: “We must fi nish our 
task and fulfi ll Dumouriez’s promises.”90 Milon praised the general’s mon-
umental effort to restore confi dence, good will, and order and believed 
that he alone could correct French mistakes.91 Rens, speaking for the 
 Belgian- Liégeois patriots, maintained that Dumouriez had saved Belgium 
from counterrevolution: “There is no longer any doubt but that a terrible 
coup was being prepared throughout Belgium. . . .  If our enemies had 
penetrated as far as Brussels, it would have been the end of all demo crats. 
Fortunately, Dumouriez’s courage and sensible conduct has prevented this 
massacre, which would perhaps have ended in Paris.”92 Only Camus and 
Treilhard, the Convention’s commissioners in Lille, appeared to challenge 
Dumouriez’s orders, visiting him in Louvain to discuss the mea sures he 
had taken in Antwerp and Brussels. Dumouriez told them that he was re-
storing order in Belgium and honor to the French Republic and showed 
them his letter of 12 March to the Convention; the commissioners, power-
less to modify or reverse his actions, relented.

By returning to Belgium, Dumouriez had established civil order and 
unity of command for the French armies there. Generals Miranda and 
Valence ended their feud over strategy, and the troops regained their con-
fi dence and morale. Dumouriez quickly and methodically worked to re-
pair the damage done to his armies by the Austrian offensive.93 Confi dent 
that he alone could save Belgium, Dumouriez now prepared for another 
victory to match Valmy and Jemappes and drive out the Austrians. He 
intended to then call for the suspension of the decree of 31 January and 
put an end to the annexation efforts, sure that the Convention would once 
again bow to his will and he would at last create the in de pen dent Belgian 
Republic for which he had labored so long and so hard. At the same time, 
Dumouriez knew that defeat could bring the Convention’s decree of accu-
sation against him, a trial, and execution.94

The French armies  were encamped around Louvain, and the troups 
had taken fresh courage when Dumouriez had reached them on the eve-
ning of 11 March. Establishing a regular order of battle, he divided his 
army into three divisions: the right and left wings, commanded by Valence 
and Miranda, respectively, and the center, commanded by  Louis- Philippe 
d’Orléans, Duke of Chartres. Again choosing an offensive strategy, Du-
mouriez planned to advance on Cobourg’s army immediately, without 
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calling for reinforcements either from d’Harville’s corps at Namur or from 
his own expeditionary force still in Holland.

The imperial army, concentrated around  Saint- Trond and Landen, con-
tinued its offensive, marching toward the French at Louvain. On 17 March 
both armies, positioning themselves in and around the town of Neerwin-
den, prepared for what proved the decisive battle of the 1793 campaign. 
Dumouriez was betting all on a victory that would regain Belgian alle-
giance, restore order, and override the Convention’s opposition. At seven 
in the morning of 18 March, Dumouriez ordered a surprise frontal attack 
on the Austrian army with the intention of defeating Cobourg’s forces in a 
pitched battle. The right wing under Valence and the center under the 
Duke of Chartres fought the Austrians all day, losing ground at Racour, 
Overwinden, and Neerwinden, but at nightfall, with heavy losses on both 
sides, the outcome of the battle remained undecided. At two in the after-
noon Miranda’s left wing had been defeated by Archduke Charles, and 
without notifying Dumouriez, Valence, or the Duke of Chartres, Miranda 
retreated to Tirlemont, deciding the battle. The next day, the French army 
fell back in defeat to Louvain.

In a proclamation to his troops immediately after the battle, Dumouriez 
blamed defeat on the left wing, citing the cowardice of the volunteers and 
faulting Miranda for not having requested permission before retreating to 
Tirlemont.95 Later the Convention’s commissioners Danton and Delacroix, 
visiting Dumouriez’s headquarters on 21 March, would confi rm Miranda’s 
incompetence after discussing the battle with his troops, who swore they 
would no longer follow him, and recommended that Miranda be called 
before the bar of the Convention to explain his role in the defeat.96 How-
ever fault is apportioned, the battle of Neerwinden decisively dashed 
Dumouriez’s hopes for Belgium.

The Army of Belgium retreated toward Louvain on 19 March, demor-
alized and plagued by desertions.97 The Austrians followed closely, send-
ing detachments around Dumouriez’s left wing in an attempt to cut the 
French supply line and sever communications with France. Near the 
woods of Bautersem on the main road to Louvain, on 21 March Cobourg 
again attacked and defeated Dumouriez’s army. Dumouriez could no 
 longer determine the strength of his army, enforce orders, or punish insub-
ordination. He was so dependent on his lieutenants that he could not re-
proach them for fear of alienating them, his soldiers so discouraged by 
retreat that they  were ready to desert at the slightest setback.98 He wrote to 
General Duval, “The only way to fi ght is to have an army.”99 With no op-
tion but to continue his retreat, Dumouriez began to consolidate his army 
behind a defensive line near the  Franco- Belgian border before receiving 
Beurnonville’s orders from the Executive Council to do so on 23 March.
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In his letters to Beurnonville and his generals, Dumouriez despaired 
over his defeats and the appalling condition of his army. Those defeats had 
led to opposition to him in the Convention, and on 17 March the Com-
mittee of General Defense decided to send Danton and Delacroix to Du-
mouriez’s headquarters to demand that he retract his letter of 12 March. 
Upon their arrival on 21 March, Dumouriez refused to apologize, telling 
them that the letter had deliberately been written to disassociate French 
policy in Belgium with tyranny and injustice, adding that the letter had in 
fact revived much Belgian goodwill and ensured the safety of his defeated 
and retreating army. He wrote to the president of the Convention asking 
him to delay action on his command until he could confer with its com-
missioners, which became moot when the two fl ed Cobourg’s attack and 
returned to Paris.100

Now under increasing attack po liti cally as well as militarily, Dumouriez 
decided once again to take matters into his own hands, this time to nego-
tiate a separate armistace with the Austrians. On 22 March, he sent his 
most trusted  aide- de- camp, Col o nel Montjoye, to Cobourg’s headquarters 
to discuss a truce on the basis of an exchange of prisoners, a return of the 
wounded, and terms for the suspension of hostilities. This resulted in a 
tacit agreement on a  cease- fi re while Dumouriez’s army retreated through 
Brussels.101

Dumouriez’s major objective in these negotiations was to end the war. 
He understood that not only was Belgium again lost but France itself 
could now expect to be invaded from its Belgian frontier, and that 
 En gland’s naval power would complete the hostile encirclement of the 
threatened republic. Domestically, the  ever- rising discord in the Conven-
tion and recent outbreak of civil war in the Vendée and the western de-
partments made France especially vulnerable to attack. Hope of defending 
France, he believed, depended on getting the remnants of his army and 
the sixteen unharmed battations in the Dutch Netherlands safely back to 
France, where they could regroup against the allies. Yet he knew that upon 
his return to France he would surely be tried before the Convention’s new 
Revolutionary Tribunal and forced to relinquish command of his  army—a 
loss, as he saw it, not simply for him but for an endangered France, which 
would be forced to face the allies without the assistance of its most experi-
enced and celebrated military leader.

Dumouriez, a diplomat and statesman as well as a soldier, recognized 
that the allies would agree to peace only on the condition of a Bourbon 
restoration. Knowing that the increasingly radical Convention would 
never make such a concession, he told  Louis- Philippe on 22 March that he 
had decided to negotiate peace on the basis of a march against the Con-
vention and the restoration of a constitutional monarchy. This seeming 
abandonment of the republican principles to which Dumouriez had sacri-
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fi ced so much throughout his career cannot be adequately explained as 
simply animus or ambition. Rather he appears to have sincerely believed 
that the increasingly  Paris- dominated Convention no longer represented 
all of France and must be replaced by a truly representative government 
that could establish peace with Eu rope.102

Although Dumouriez has come to be viewed as a  crypto- royalist and 
traitor to the republican cause, he unwaveringly believed that the legiti-
macy of any government, whether that of Belgium or France, could be 
based only on the will and consent of the people. He reasoned that only a 
new government in Paris, one established on the basis of a constitution 
acceptable to most shades of French opinion, could rally the people to her 
defense.103 Dumouriez’s plan was to march on Paris with his army, have 
the prince, Louis XVII, abducted from the Temple, proclaim him king, 
overthrow the Convention, and restore the Constitution of 1791. Although 
Dumouriez was clearly aware that his plans to march against the Conven-
tion in Paris would be considered treason to the republic declared on 10 
August, to his mind he was not acting as a traitor to the original revolution 
and the constitution that it had produced, nor to any Bourbon who ac-
cepted a constitutional monarchy. At the least, he believed, these plans 
would give the French time to or ga nize a defense against the allied inva-
sion that was inevitable should he fail.

Dumouriez did not disclose this plan to Beurnonville, but in his letter 
of 24 March he did inform him that he was negotiating with Cobourg for 
an exchange of prisoners and wounded and would continued to keep him 
informed about the progress of the retreat.104 He also shared his personal 
anguish with his old  comrade- at- arms:

Everything that I have foreseen only too often has happened. Disorder and 
dismay are at their height. I doubt if I can gather the army under the walls 
of Brussels. There is an awful mixture of bravery and fear in this poor army. 
We can do nothing about it until we are near the border; then I will have a 
sense of how to reor ga nize it if you still trust me when the retreat is over. . . .  
The army is very dispirited and has an extreme desire to return to France. As 
for me, I am really indifferent to my fate and the judgment of men.

Cobourg, who believed that the French forces outnumbered his own, wel-
comed an armistice, and the Austrian army remained at Louvain while 
Dumouriez’s forces made a slow and orderly retreat to Brussels.105 Du-
mouriez was well received by the people of Brussels and conferred again 
with the deputies of the Brussels assembly.106 Yet many Belgians, disillu-
sioned with the French retreat, welcomed the Austrians’ return.

Dumouriez, increasingly bitter about the end to which he and his Bel-
gian plan had come, continued his evacuation and blaming Pache and the 
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condition of the French army for his misfortune. Receiving Beurnonville’s 
orders to retreat to France on 24 March, he responded that “It was impos-
sible for me to wait for your orders on the evacuation of the Low Coun-
tries. Neither am I forced by the enemy. . . .  We owe all our disgraces to 
our own army and its total disor ga ni za tion, something that I foresaw. You 
can fi nd proof of it in my published letters to the minister Pache.  Here is 
the origin of all our misfortunes.”107 Dumouriez ordered d’Harville to 
abandon Namur, D’Moran to leave Tournai for Lille, and Marassé to 
evacuate Mons and proceed to Courtrai.108

On 25 March, Dumouriez’s army reached Ath, near Courtrai, where he 
negotiated with Col o nel Karl von Mack, Cobourg’s chief of staff, for a 
continuation of the safe evacuation of French forces from Belgium and 
told him of his plan to march on Paris and restore a constitutional monar-
chy under Louis XVII.109 Mack agreed to the suspension of hostilities 
while the French evacuated Belgium and retired behind the French fron-
tier and to not invade France or interfere with Dumouriez’s march on 
Paris. Dumouriez promised the Austrians a full evacuation of Belgium by 
30 March and ordered his army to retreat to Tournai on the  Franco- Belgian 
border. Cobourg accepted these terms because his depleted army was too 
exhausted to continue fi ghting in Belgium and he had been unable to ob-
tain reinforcements from the Duke of Brunswick in the United Prov-
inces.110

Meanwhile, opposition to Dumouriez in Paris continued to grow. On 
24 March, Miranda appeared before the bar of the Convention and that 
eve ning defended himself before the Jacobin Club by blaming Dumouriez 
for the defeat at Neerwinden.111 He also discredited his former com-
mander in conversations with Montagnard deputies Bancal des Issarts and 
Pétion, the latter a member of the Committee of General Defense.112 Two 
days later, a Jacobin circular was distributed in Paris denouncing the gen-
eral, portraying him as a traitor in the tradition of Lafayette for letting the 
Prus sians escape after Valmy, defending Pache against his criticisms, and 
accusing him of abandoning Belgium.113 Whether sincerely blaming Du-
mouriez for the loss of Belgium or simply sensing the changing mood 
in the Convention, Jacob Pereyra, a Jacobin who had also been one of 
Dumouriez and LeBrun’s trusted Belgian agents, called for an immediate 
inquiry into Dumouriez’s conduct. On 26 March, the Jacobin Club sent 
Pereyra and two other Belgian patriots and former agents of LeBrun, 
 Pierre- Jean Proli and  Louis- François Dubuisson, to meet with Dumouriez, 
ostensibly to discuss Belgian affairs.114 The three Jacobins fi rst called on 
LeBrun to ask him to recommend them to Dumouriez, claiming the pur-
pose of their mission was to discuss LeBrun’s recent proclamations on an-
nexation and the best methods of annexing Belgium to France.115 They 
apparently believed that such a recommendation would encourage the 
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general to take them into his confi dence and perhaps overcome suspicions 
he might have regarding their Jacobin ties, as their subsequent actions 
strongly suggest that their intention was to extract damaging statements 
from Dumouriez that they could use to prove he had treasonous plans.116

The Jacobin emissaries had three conversations with Dumouriez over 
three days and returned to Paris on 30 March, reporting to LeBrun and 
turning a précis of their conversations into a highly damaging report that 
they presented to the Committee of General Defense.117 Despite Du-
mouriez’s denial of many of the incriminating details of these conversa-
tions, they  were consistent with much of what Dumouriez had also 
communicated to  Louis- Philippe and Beurnonville. According to the re-
port, the general had raged against the Jacobin Club and the deputies of 
the Convention, whom he called tyrants and regicides, and told them that 
he intended to march on Paris and restore the constitutional monarchy.118 
The three also resurrected Robespierre’s November claim (which Du-
mouriez had stoutly denied) that Dumouriez aspired to become a Belgian 
dictator or chief of state, claiming that he told them of his intention to 
lead an in de pen dent and demo cratic Belgium, under Austrian protection 
if necessary.119

Having gathered the information they needed, the three Jacobins 
stopped at Lille on their return to Paris and there informed the commis-
sioners of the Convention of Dumouriez’s treasonous plans. As Carnot 
reported to Guyton de Morveau, president of the Committee of General 
Security, the commissioners  were unsure how to proceed: “Lille is in an 
awful disorder, all our fortresses are overrun by hordes of unknown emis-
saries, our countryside is in an inexpressible excitement: the aristocrats are 
radiant, General Dumouriez has brought his disloyalty to a climax, and 
we have been hesitating about whether or not we should arrest him at 
once. But we do not know how to take over from him, and we are afraid of 
completing the disor ga ni za tion of the army, which is nothing but a horde 
of tramps.”120 Unable to disregard Dumouriez’s apparent treason, how-
ever, the commissioners ordered Dumouriez to come to Lille and answer 
certain allegations.121

The following day, 29 March, Dumouriez responded that he was too 
busy directing the evacuation of Belgium to leave his army, and the com-
missioners decided to wait until he had evacuated Belgium and fortifi ed 
the frontiers before going to  Saint- Amand to arrest him.122 On that day, 
the beleaguered general also learned that he had been accused of treason 
and would be called before the bar of the Convention. Explaining to 
Beurnonville the necessity of remaining with his army rather than appear-
ing before the commissioners at Lille, he added that “Besides, my dear 
Beurnonville, I really consider my head too invaluable to hand over to an 
arbitrary tribunal. The only way I can be judged is while I am alive and by 
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the  whole nation, as I would be by history after my death.”123 In this letter, 
Dumouriez openly communicates his outrage and determination to fi ght 
on against his enemies, foreign and domestic:

I already imagine all the slanderous things those villains who agitate the 
republic will say about this way of dealing with the enemy. I shall defend 
myself with vigor against my enemies within and without the country. Tell 
the Committee of General Security that once I get back to the borders of 
France, I will split my army into two parts: on the one hand to prevent a 
foreign invasion and on the other to give back to the sound and oppressed 
part of the Assembly the strength and authority of which it is deprived and 
which throws it into degradation in the eyes of the people of the depart-
ments.

Also reporting on the visit of the Jacobin deputies and his surprise that 
they carried a letter of recommendation from LeBrun, his close ally in his 
Belgian plan, the general observed that

When it is up to the point of saving the state, when the  whole of France is 
about to be ruined, I see only factions, sinister plans, denunciations, crimes. 
I see neither the love for liberty nor liberty itself. I see all individuals ready 
to stab one another and throw mud at each other. I see everywhere the 
shame of a great nation whose only resource is ungratefulness toward its 
unhappy generals who for a year now have been sacrifi cing everything: the 
design is to condemn them without knowing who will take their place.

Rather than be led like a lamb to slaughter, Dumouriez told Beurnonville, 
he would fi ght for his life and that of his army: “The nation’s dice have 
been loaded. It is not enough to be standing; we must act. It will be neither 
with clamors, nor with daggers, nor even with pikes; it will be with good 
arms, wisdom, and discipline that we will save France. That is especially 
with a wise plan and this plan tells us to make peace.”

As he retreated the next day from Tournai to the French frontier, Du-
mouriez had another interview with Mack, confi rming the allied pledge 
not to invade France and Dumouriez’s promise to complete the evacuation 
of Belgium the next day and to march on the Convention in eight days.124 
Dumouriez then wrote again to Beurnonville, detailing the evacuation 
and assuring his concerned friend that although he was not losing heart, 
he was extremely alarmed by the French po liti cal situation.125 He com-
plained angrily about the Jacobin attacks on him in the circular of 26 
March and what he saw as their intentional misrepre sen ta tion of every-
thing he did. Defending his letter of 12 March to the Convention, he de-
fi antly stated, “I will always say the truth, and I would be disrespectful to 
the representatives of the nation if I deceived or deluded them.” He was 
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not accusing the entire National Convention of evil intentions, he de-
clared, but just the radical minority that had managed to reduce the ma-
jority to silence. Without directly revealing his plans to overthrow the 
Convention, Dumouriez’s communications with Beurnonville described a 
bleak situation in which a weakened France must take advantage of this 
chance to remove the radicals before it was too late. If it  were a crime to 
have this opinion, he allowed, then he was a criminal.

By 31 March, Dumouriez’s armies had evacuated Belgium and secured 
a strong defensive line on the French frontier from Dunkirk to Porrentruy. 
There he wrote to Beurnonville for the last time, reporting that he had 
heard of General d’Harville’s arrest and knew that he too would soon be 
arrested.126 Arguing that the French armies  were demoralized by deser-
tions, lack of provisions, and the arrests of their generals, he begged 
Beurnonville to champion peace negotiations. But this letter was too late. 
Beurnonville and four commissioners of the Convention  were already on 
their way to Dumouriez’s headquarters at  Saint- Amand with orders to ar-
rest the general and take him to Paris for trial and for Beurnonville to as-
sume command of the French armies.
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C h a p t e r  1 0

Endgame,  March- 
December 1793

The presence of Dumouriez’s handpicked minister of war and confi dant 
among the Convention’s delegation sent from Paris to arrest him was dra-
matic evidence of how quickly and completely the tide had changed in the 
capital. Until the Austrians had invaded Belgium in early March, the gen-
eral had been almost universally lauded as a revolutionary hero, even at the 
Jacobin Club, where he was admired and supported by Danton and Robe-
spierre as the celebrated victor of Valmy and Jemappes and the champion 
of democracy in Belgium and Liège.1

But French military defeats in March further fueled the domestic un-
rest and factional struggles that had so preoccupied the deputies of the 
National Convention since their declaration of war on Great Britain and 
the United Provinces in early February. On 24 February, the Convention 
had decreed the Levy of Three Hundred Thousand, in effect reestablish-
ing conscription. The law was unpop u lar, particularly in western France, 
and counterrevolutionary demonstrations against conscription and taxa-
tion had broken out in the Vendée. In Paris, between 25 and 26 February 
the increasingly bitter sans- culottes, suffering from rising prices and bread 
shortages they attributed to hoarding in the provinces and the provision-
ing of the army, angrily protested against the Girondin deputies for de-
fending free trade policies and appearing unsympathetic to their demands 
for price controls.

On 4 March, the Convention, in the midst of voting on the Belgian 
annexation requests, had learned of the French defeat at  Aix- la- Chapelle. 
Beurnonville had assured the deputies that the Austrian victory was unim-
portant and that Dumouriez would be master of the left bank of the 
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Rhine within a few weeks. But when commissioners Danton and  Delacroix 
rushed back to Paris to report on the military disasters, the Montagnard 
leaders had responded with proposals for immediate action against the 
counterrevolutionary forces, domestic and foreign, now threatening the 
republic. On 8 March, Danton pressed the Convention to take imme-
diate mea sures to recruit new troops to reinforce the armies in Belgium, 
including a levy of Pa ri sian volunteers and a recruitment campaign in the 
sections. The Girondins, understandably alarmed by a move to arm the 
angry sans- culottes, tried unsuccessfully to defeat Danton’s motion. The next 
day, the Convention authorized the sending of eighty deputies as 
 representatives- on- mission to the departments, giving them full authority 
to increase recruitment, expedite war emergency mea sures, and root out 
and quell counterrevolutionary sentiments and activities.

The Montagnards sought to defl ect blame for the fearful turn of events 
onto their enemies in the Convention. On 8 March Robespierre, sup-
ported by fellow Montagnards Danton, Delacroix, and Carra, presented 
the decree of accusation against Generals La Noue and Stengel that had so 
outraged Dumouriez. Desfi eux led the fi rst Montagnard attack on Giron-
din foreign policy, accusing the Girondins of declaring war on En gland 
before the French navy was in a state of readiness.2 Other Montagnards 
then called for the trial of Girondin opponents such as Brissot, Buzot, 
Gaudet, Vergniaud, Gensonné, Barbaroux, Gorsas, and Clavière.3

The French retreat from Belgium and Liège and the renewed possibility 
of an allied invasion had caused considerable anxiety across France, espe-
cially among the Pa ri sians, who had not forgotten Brunswick’s threat to 
destroy the city if the royal family  were harmed. On the eve ning of 9 
March, a crowd gathered outside the Convention, shouting threats and 
calling for the removal of all “traitorous” deputies who had failed to vote 
for the execution of the king. The crowd moved to the Jacobin Club, urg-
ing its supporters there to purge the Convention of such deputies, and 
then poured into the streets, destroying Girondin printing presses that 
included Brissot’s Le Patriote français  and Gorsas’s Courrier. When the 
disturbances of 9- 10 March threatened to become a  full- scale insurrec-
tion, the  now- alarmed Jacobins refused to support the rioters, Dubois- 
Crancé telling the crowd that the massacre for which it called was horrible 
and likely to lead to the overthrow of the republic.4

After those disturbances, the Montagnards had moved toward a closer 
alliance with the Paris sections and greater infl uence in the Convention. 
Compelling the deputies to postpone discussion of the destruction of the 
Girondin’s presses, they obtained a decree forbidding any deputy to act as 
a journalist or an editor, thereby stopping the Girondins from publicly 
condemning the mob’s actions and its Jacobin allies. As the protestors de-
manded, Danton proposed the creation of the Revolutionary Tribunal, a 
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single court charged with trying and executing anyone found guilty of 
counterrevolutionary offenses, especially those, such as hoarding or aiding 
foreign armies that would impede the war effort. The court would have 
a judge and jury selected by the Committee of General Security, whose 
members  were all Montagnards, but its real power would be wielded by 
the Tribunal’s Montagnard chief prosecutor, Antoine  Fouquier- Tinville.5 
Since this court would effectively give the Montagnards the power to con-
demn and execute all opponents, the Girondins violently fought the mo-
tion but  were unable to block its passage. The very day the court was 
established, 12 March, petitioners from the section Poissonnière came to 
the Convention to demand the resignation of Beurnonville and the im-
peachment of Dumouriez.

On 13 March, Vergniaud, chief Girondin spokesman, warned the dep-
uties that the rising disorder and attacks on persons and policies unpop u-
lar with the sans- culottes  were moving the Convention close to dissolution. 
Accusing the Montagnards of sedition by supporting pop u lar unrest in 
Paris, he appealed to the deputies on both sides of the Convention to unite 
to suppress the sections and end the growing anarchy by ordering the ar-
rest of the Paris Revolutionary Committee. But Marat, speaking next, ar-
gued that deputies must ally with the people of Paris to save the republic. 
Although the deputies  were fundamentally and implacably divided over 
the increasing infl uence of Paris over the national government, they all 
recognized that the rising pop u lar discontent and violence presented a 
danger to the Convention itself. This threat now forced each deputy to 
align himself either for or against the repression of the Paris sections, even 
though doing so left them all vulnerable to their opponents’ attacks. 
Shouts of treason and demands for impeachment became everyday events, 
turning former friends and fellow revolutionaries against one another.

To this point, however, the Convention had remained united over the 
command of the republic’s armies. Although Beurnonville had resigned on 
12 March in response to the petitioners’ demands, the deputies reelected 
him two days later.6 And despite the military setbacks, and contrary to later 
Montagnard claims, both groups fully supported Dumouriez as com-
mander in chief of the French armies in Belgium. Danton, speaking on 8 
March, had praised the general’s courage and ability. Robespierre had re-
mained calm after learning of the fi rst French defeats in Belgium and 
Liège, on 10 March announcing to the deputies that “No one dares to 
doubt the invincibility of a French army properly led against tyrants, and I 
have confi dence in Dumouriez. Three months ago he wanted to invade 
Holland. If he had done so, not merely would we have escaped our present 
misfortunes, but there would have been a revolution in En gland.” On 12 
March, Marat replied to the petitioners’ demands by saying that Du-
mouriez was irreplaceable. That eve ning at the Jacobin Club,  Billaud- Varenne 
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defended Dumouriez’s leadership as necessary to the armies of the republic, 
and Barère declared that Dumouriez alone was worth an army.7

But this support had begun to fade with the receipt of Dumouriez’s 12 
March letter explaining his  extra- legal action in Belgium in defi ance of the 
Convention.8 Bréard, president of the Convention, fearing increased con-
sternation if the letter  were made public, had secretly referred it to the 
Committee of General Defense. The Committee’s 17 March decision to 
send Danton and Delacroix to demand an explanation of Dumouriez’s ac-
tions and a retraction of his accusations against the deputies constituted 
the fi rst sign of the Convention’s opposition to the commander in chief. 
Although the Girondins  were still a majority in the committee, the Mon-
tagnards now shifted their attack on the Girondins by linking them to 
Dumouriez, making them responsible by association for his military fail-
ures. On 17 March, the undercurrent of  anti- Dumouriez sentiment in 
Paris surfaced in an attack on Gensonné by Desfi eux at the Jacobins that 
referred to his close association with Dumouriez, and it became more vo-
cal after Dumouriez’s defeat at Neerwinden on 19 March.9 Full Montag-
nard opposition to him began after Miranda’s appearance at the Jacobin 
Club on 24 March, where he blamed Dumouriez for the defeat.

On 26 March, the increasingly Montagnard infl uenced Convention 
acted to extend its control over the war effort by voting to enlarge the 
membership of the Committee of General Defense and electing a new 
committee with stronger Montagnard repre sen ta tion. The original com-
mittee of thirteen had included eleven Girondins, one Montagnard, and 
one à l’ écart  deputy; the new committee of  twenty- fi ve consisted of ten 
Girondins, eleven Montagnards, and four deputies à l’ écart  or on mis-
sion.10 Meeting for the fi rst time that same day, the new Committee re-
sumed discussion of Dumouriez’s 12 March letter. Robespierre, now 
charging that the general had become a dictator in Belgium whose po liti-
cal opinions had become alarming to all “friends of liberty,” called for his 
removal from command. Both Danton and Camus had objected, however, 
defending Dumouriez for the last time. The next day, Cambon denounced 
Dumouriez for printing and distributing his 12 March criticism of the 
Convention throughout Belgium and Liège. Robespierre agreed, declaring 
that the general had become too powerful and demanding that the letter 
of 12 March be read before the full Convention.11

The Committee of General Defense met again on 29 March to deter-
mine what course of action to take concerning Dumouriez. At that meet-
ing, Beurnonville read Dumouriez’s 28 March letter in which the general, 
defending himself and his generals, had charged the deputies themselves 
with failure by leaving the army destitute, demoralized, and in dire need of 
replacements.12 As a result, Dumouriez’s letter warned, little stood in the 
way of a successful allied march on Paris: “The enemy has the chance to 
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take, without any re sis tance, all the fortresses they would like and come to 
Paris. Think that even without taking time to stop and capture our for-
tresses they have 20,000 cavalry, enough to burn and put to the sword that 
part of the kingdom near Paris, and I do not have the same resources that I 
had in Champagne to stop them. At that time, the energy of the republic 
was at its peak and the National Convention had cohesion and authority.” 
Expatiating upon what he saw as the deputies’ failures, lack of republican-
ism, and responsibility for the disasters in Belgium and France, Dumouriez 
also made an unintentional or incautious reference to France as a “king-
dom.” In response, Pétion and Bancal des Issarts denounced him, telling 
Committee members that, according to Miranda, Dumouriez was a traitor 
and was planning to march against the Convention.13 Provoked by Du-
mouriez’s letters of 12 and 28 March and Miranda’s allegations, the Com-
mittee rrecommended to the Convention that Dumouriez and his staff be 
arrested and brought before the bar of the Convention for impeachment.14

On 30 March, the Convention approved the committee’s proposal and 
selected Beurnonville and four deputies, Camus, Quinette, Lamarque, 
and Bancal des Issarts, to set out immediately for Dumouriez’s headquar-
ters at  Saint- Amand to arrest him.15 En route, the delegation met two 
couriers from  Saint- Amand who gave Beurnonville Dumouriez’s letters of 
29 and 30 March, the fi rst reporting that Dumouriez would be negotiat-
ing with the Austrians the next day and declaring his willingness to sacri-
fi ce his life for France but not for the  Jacobin- dominated Convention, the 
second defending his letter of 12 March and complaining bitterly of the 
Jacobin attacks against him. These letters, which not only repeated his 
charges against the Convention but as much as announced his intention to 
overthrow it, undoubtedly helped quell what ever misgivings the delega-
tion might have had about their mission.

The delegation stopped briefl y at Lille to inform the commissioners 
there of their task, then continued on with a military escort and arrived at 
 Saint- Amand on 1 April. Dumouriez had received word of the delegation’s 
coming but, according to his memoirs, was unprepared to fi nd Beurnon-
ville, his  comrade- in- arms and good friend, among its members.16 When 
the deputy Camus immediately attempted to arrest Dumouriez and his 
general staff, Dumouriez ordered the delegation arrested and its members 
handed over to the Austrian advanced posts.17

By moving against the Convention, Dumouriez crossed his Rubicon. 
Now his last hope was to persuade his offi cers and troops to join him in 
marching on the Convention, restoring the constitutional monarchy, and 
negotiating peace with the allies. On 1 April, he issued a proclamation 
calling on the army to purge France of assassins and agitators and restore 
their unfortunate country to the peace destroyed by the crimes of her rep-
resentatives: “It is time to take up again a constitution to which for a 
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period of three years we swore to adhere, and that gave us liberty and alone 
can protect us from the licentiousness and anarchy into which we have 
been plunged.” He informed his generals of the Convention’s attempt to 
arrest him and announced his intention to reestablish the Constitution of 
1791, leading an incredulous General Valence to write to General Biron,

My dear Biron, I think I ought to warn you of the incredible situation in 
which we fi nd ourselves. Dumouriez, who is supposed to be under arrest, is 
having the minister and the commissioners arrested. Lille and Valenciennes 
are full of deputies, the enemy is, to the tune of sixty thousand men, victo-
rious fi ve miles away from us, and we have no provisions and no fodder. 
This is what the republic has come to! All the generals arrested except me 
because I am wounded. Ligniville, d’Harville, Bouchet, Miranda,  etc. The 
traitors who are selling France are having the generals arrested in order to 
hand the country over more easily.18

Dumouriez also wrote to the administrators of the department of the 
North, swearing to defend the frontier and proclaiming his intention to 
march on Paris and restore the Constitution of 1791. And as he had in 
Belgium and the United Provinces, he composed a lengthy proclamation 
to the people of France explaining and defending his intentions.19 Re-
minding his fellow citizens of his long career in the ser vice of their coun-
try, he declared that it was not he but the  Jacobin- dominated Convention 
who had caused France’s defeat and pledged that once he had reestablished 
order, the constitution, and peace, he would retire from public life. Du-
mouriez appealed to all French citizens to support him against “the Mar-
ats, the Robespierres, and the criminal sect of Paris Jacobins who have 
conspired to bring about the downfall of the generals.” He also moved im-
mediately to secure the three major frontier  fortresses—Condé, Lille, and 
 Valenciennes—and the loyalty of the municipal administrators and mili-
tary personnel in those cities. General Neuilly, commander of Condé, 
quickly assured Dumouriez of his  wholehearted support. Dumouriez sent 
General Lescuyer to secure Valenciennes for his cause and General Miac-
zynski to gain the support of Lille. Meanwhile, he spoke to his troops at 
the camps of Bruille and de Maulde to rally them to his banner.

The Convention acted swiftly after its decision to arrest and try Du-
mouriez, issuing arrest warrants for all Dumouriez’s known associates and 
sending commissioners to the northern frontier to rally the generals and 
administrators to its side. In addition to Carnot and  Lesage- Senault, al-
ready at Lille, Bellegarde, Cochon, and Lequinio went to Valenciennes 
on 1 April, and Gasparin, Briez, Duhem,  Roux- Fazillac, Duquesnoy, Du 
Bois, du Bais, and Delbrel to Douay on 2 April. The Convention’s repre-
sentatives or ga nized committees, issued proclamations urging support for 
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the republic, and sent emissaries into the soldiers’ camps, which  were in 
great disorder and in the pro cess of disbanding, to propagandize for the 
Convention and restore morale.20 They wrote individually to the generals 
remaining loyal to Dumouriez, ordering them to affi rm their loyalty to 
the republic and to arrest Dumouriez.21

The Convention’s efforts to secure the loyalty of the military and civil-
ian population  were successful, and Dumouriez’s attempts to secure the 
frontier fortresses failed. General Lescuyer and his troops entered Valenci-
ennes, but did not arrest the commissioners. Bellegarde, Cochon, and Le-
quinio had been able to sway the populace with  pro- republican speeches, 
and Generals Lescuyer and Ferrand, observing the  pro- Convention con-
sensus at Valenciennes, took the oath to the republic on 3 April.22 General 
Miaczynski tried but failed to secure Lille for Dumouriez. Dumouriez had 
counted on General Duval, the commander of Lille, to arrest Carnot and 
 Lesage- Senault, but Duval remained loyal to the Convention and arrested 
Miaczynski when he and his troops entered Lille. Despite Lescuyer’s oath, 
he and General Miaczynski  were arrested and sent to Paris.

Swayed by the energy and dedication of the commissioners, other mili-
tary commanders rallied to the Convention. General Tourville, com-
mander of Maubeuge, and his chief of staff and the commune’s general 
council declared their disappointment in Dumouriez’s proclamation and 
their loyalty to France’s elected government.23 On 4 April General Damp-
ierre, commander of Quesnoy, announced that he opposed Dumouriez 
and supported the republic, and the Executive Council and the Commit-
tee of General Defense appointed him the new commander in chief of the 
French armies.24 The same day General Neuilly, commander of Condé, 
read the Convention’s proclamation against Dumouriez to his troops.25 
On 3 April, Carnot and  Lesage- Senault  were able to announce victory to 
the Convention: The majority of the population on the frontier had re-
mained loyal to the republic, Dumouriez was without supplies, ammuni-
tion, or forage, and his army was abandoning him.26

Yet Dumouriez still believed his troops would remain loyal to him. 
With Valence and the Duke of Chartres, on 3 April he went to the camps 
of Bruille and de Maulde to rally the army behind him. At Bruille, he 
promoted General Rosières from commander of the  Belgian- Liégeois le-
gions to commander of the Army of the North, and Rosières’s troops re-
ceived Dumouriez with great enthusiasm and swore their loyalty. Flushed 
with success, the three generals rode to the Camp de Maulde, commanded 
by General Leveneur, where Dumouriez reviewed and spoke to his troops, 
asking them to follow him and save France.27 The Convention, he charged, 
was hopelessly divided and ruling unjustly, and the Jacobin deputies  were 
sending commissioners to disor ga nize the army and arrest and execute its 
generals. Dumouriez declared that the next day he would render an 
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account of his actions toward the Convention and the army could then 
“judge between it and me, which one of us has the safety of his country 
closest to his heart. Follow me, I will answer for everything!”

The army hesitated. The troops of the line, especially the infantry and 
cavalry,  were very attached to Dumouriez, but the national volunteers, 
strong republicans who dominated the artillery, repudiated him.28 An ex-
tremely pop u lar commander, Dumouriez had been a  stout- hearted de-
fender of republican values, and republicanism was strong in the new 
revolutionary army. Yet the troops now associated the republic with the na-
tion and saw the Convention, the representative body of the nation, as its 
sole authority. French troops had not only proclaimed the republic but had 
also fought and died for it. To them, the Austrians and Prus sians repre-
sented the repudiated ancien régime,  and the republic had executed the 
French king in defi ance of all Eu rope. The army’s republicans also consid-
ered the Jacobins the sincerest friends of liberty and equality. As Gonchon, 
LeBrun’s agent in Belgium, had reported, “The soldiers all want the Revo-
lution and the Republic, they want to rally around the Convention.”29 At 
fi rst the troops had believed the Convention wrong to indict Dumouriez 
for suffering defeat at Neerwinden and evacuating Belgium, but when he 
had turned over the four commissioners of the Convention and the minis-
ter of war to the Austrians and they learned that he was negotiating a cessa-
tion of hostilities with Cobourg, the troops saw Dumouriez’s actions as 
treason. Once Dumouriez had lost his association with the nation and been 
accused of treason, he had lost the army.30 In the end, Dumouriez was de-
feated in large part by his own success in building a republican army.31

The following day, 4 April, Dumouriez intended to inspect the garrison 
at Condé to strengthen troop loyalty before an afternoon meeting with 
Col o nel Mack at Boussou to coordinate plans for a march on Orchies. He 
traveled with an escort of just his general  staff—the Duke of Chartres, 
Touvenot, Montjoye, and eight  orderlies—rather than his usual regiment 
of guards. On the way, Dumouriez met General Neuilly’s  aide- de- camp, 
who warned him not to proceed, as the Condé units  were dangerously 
agitated and his life would be in danger. Dumouriez had stopped to write 
orders for Neuilly and his cavalry regiment to meet him at Doumet when 
a battalion of national volunteers under Lieutenant Devout passed on their 
way to Valenciennes. Suddenly, a group of sharpshooters from the battal-
ion came riding toward Dumouriez and his escort, who took fl ight. Du-
mouriez barely escaped, riding north through the fi elds bordering the 
Scheldt and crossing the river into enemy territory. There he and his small 
band found refuge in an Austrian camp commanded by General Latour.

At the nearby Château Bury, Dumouriez, shaken but still determined, 
met with Mack and decided to make one more desperate attempt to win 
back his army. Dumouriez asked Cobourg to issue an Austrian promise 
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not to invade France while Dumouriez reestablished the constitutional 
monarchy and to aid Dumouriez and his army in that undertaking. But 
instead of strengthening Dumouriez’s cause, Cobourg’s proclamation con-
fi rmed his treason in the eyes of the army and most of France, who agreed 
with Prudhomme’s view that “Never since the beginning of the Revolu-
tion had there been a more skillful or perfi dious foreign declaration.”32

On 5 April, Dumouriez returned to his troops with his chiefs of staff 
and, according to his later account, an escort of fi fty imperial dragoons.33 
At the camps of Bruille and Château l’Abbaye, Dumouriez was well re-
ceived by the French troops, who shouted, “Long live Dumouriez!” At the 
Camp de Maulde, the troops assembled for review and  were at fi rst recep-
tive to the general. Dumouriez mixed easily with the soldiers, who broke 
lines to question him about the volunteers’ attack on him the preceding 
day and about his escape to the Austrian lines. But while Dumouriez and 
his staff prepared to leave for  Saint- Amand, the 45th regiment turned hos-
tile, and a messenger informed him that his artillery and most of the 
troops had left for Valenciennes. This desertion effectively ended the ar-
my’s support for Dumouriez. Knowing that surrender to the Convention 
would be fatal, Dumouriez and his chiefs of staff rode to the Austrian 
outpost at Tournai under the command of General Clairfayt.

As word of Dumouriez’s attempted march on Paris and subsequent de-
fection reached the capital, the Montagnards quickly used it to consolidate 
their growing power in the National Convention. The Girondin’s infl u-
ence had been considerably reduced since the king’s death in January, and 
though they still exercised infl uence through membership on the Conven-
tion’s committees, most  were not involved in the  day- to- day activities of 
the government. But now the apparent treason of the formidable and pop-
u lar Dumouriez gave the Montagnards an opportunity to seize control of 
the Convention and replace the remaining Girondins on the major com-
mittees.

On 31 March, waving the report of Proli, Pereyra, and Dubuisson on 
their conversations with Dumouriez and the decree of accusation against 
him, the Montagnards launched a vigorous campaign against the Girondins 
by associating them with Dumouriez. At the Jacobin Club that night, Dan-
ton escaped being denounced for his association with Dumouriez only by 
delivering his own skillful attack on the general and, by association, his Gi-
rondin allies. He justifi ed his previous praise of Dumouriez as an attempt to 
fl atter him into returning to “right principles” for the sake of the republic. 
But when Dumouriez “began perverting public opinion by circulating poi-
sonous documents” criticizing the deputies, he claimed, “I recognized the 
treacherous plan of a criminal faction. Its intention was to divide the Moun-
tain, but the Mountain is indivisible, like the Jacobins and the Republic!”34 
Speaking next, Marat linked the Girondins even more closely to Dumouriez, 
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claiming that the general was in fact the pawn of the Girondin faction who 
had provoked the declaration of war and maintaining he would never be 
satisfi ed “until the heads of the traitors roll on the scaffold.”35

The Montagnard attack on Dumouriez and the Girondins continued 
relentlessly, at both the Jacobin Club and the Convention. Despite their 
support of Dumouriez since March 1792, when he had become minister 
of foreign affairs, individual Montagnards quickly dissociated themselves 
from the general and the war, and in speech after speech emphasized Du-
mouriez’s earlier Girondin associations.36 On 3 April, Robespierre painted 
Brissot as Dumouriez’s intimate friend and the Girondins as “the fi rst 
apostles of the war . . .  and they showed us all peoples, beginning with the 
Belgians, ready to fl y toward the French constitution; they showed us the 
tricolor fl oating on the palaces of all the kings.”37 The Montagnard’s suc-
cessful attempt to associate Dumouriez with a failed Girondin foreign 
policy and the Girondins with Dumouriez’s treason, long accepted by his-
torians, was thereby launched.38

The fi nal displacement of the Girondin leadership in the Convention be-
gan immediately after Dumouriez’s defection. On 6 April, the deputies trans-
formed the Committee of General Defense into the Committee of Public 
Safety, whose membership was exclusively Montagnard.39 As proposed by 
Bertrand Barère, the Committee would meet in secret, empowered to oversee 
all government activity and enact decrees for the administration of the coun-
try and the  war— “to take all mea sures necessary for the internal and exter-
nal defense of the Republic.” Danton emerged as its unoffi cial leader.

Despite LeBrun’s close friendship and collaboration with Dumouriez, 
he had retained unqualifi ed support for his Belgian policies throughout 
the crisis in March. Although not wittingly involved in implicating Du-
mouriez as a traitor, LeBrun had presented the report of Proli, Pereyra, 
and Dubuisson to the Committee of General Defense on 31 March, and 
because of this and his continued Jacobin support, LeBrun escaped im-
mediate association with Dumouriez. In fact, when Beurnonville was se-
lected to replace Dumouriez on 30 March, LeBrun was again chosen as 
interim minister of war.40

LeBrun had not escaped criticism from outside French governmental 
circles, however. Two former associates, themselves vulnerable to suspicion, 
had attacked him. Emmanuel de Maulde, the former French ambassador to 
The Hague, had denounced LeBrun at the Jacobin Club on 9 March after 
the French defeat and before the Convention a week later described LeBrun’s 
entire foreign policy as inept.41 He accused LeBrun of twice sabotaging 
peace negotiations with Great Britain and the United Provinces, thereby 
expanding the Eu ro pe an co ali tion against France. De Maulde’s impact may 
have been slight, as he himself was facing trial as a traitor, although on 30 
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March the Révolutions de Paris  took up this attack. Prudhomme accused the 
foreign minister of ineptitude and inexperience and claimed that the con-
duct of LeBrun and “his supporters” hinted of treason.42 Then on 29 March, 
Ruelle, a Vonckist who had worked for LeBrun in Brussels and Paris, 
launched a scathing attack on him before the Committee of General De-
fense.43 Ruelle charged that even before becoming foreign minister, LeBrun 
had been intent on forcing a revolutionary po liti cal plan on the Belgians, 
through propaganda if possible but by force if necessary, and in the pro cess 
had alienated even the Belgian demo crats. He also claimed LeBrun had 
wasted French funds on propagandizing in Belgium and deceived the Na-
tional Convention about the purposes of the decree of 15 December and the 
legality of the annexation votes. Fundamentally, Ruelle accused LeBrun of 
aborting a true revolution in Belgium, alienating the Belgians from the 
French, and being the “prime cause of all these disasters.”

Despite the defeat in Belgium, Dumouriez’s defection, and his former 
associates’ charges, LeBrun continued to demonstrate deep concern for 
the Belgian situation and the  Belgian- Liégeois patriots. On 1 April, Met-
man reported to him that the evacuation of Belgium had forced the com-
missioners of the Executive Council to gather in Lille when the Austrians 
reoccupied the Belgian provinces. This report and others responding to 
LeBrun’s inquiries into the mistreatment of the Belgians provided detailed 
accounts of French fanat i cism and confi rmed earlier Belgian reports about 
the misconduct of the French armies.44 On 4 April, LeBrun asked the 
Convention’s commissioners at Lille for the number of Belgian patriots 
who had followed the army in its retreat from Belgium and invited them 
to reassure the patriots that the Executive Council had adopted mea sures 
to help them.45 When on 18 June LeBrun handed the Executive Council 
his last report on Belgium, he described the events of the French evacua-
tion and urged that the Belgians be compensated for the heavy losses they 
had suffered as a result.46

With the reconstitution of the Committee of General Defense and its 
transformation into the Committee of Public Safety, LeBrun effectively 
lost his control over foreign policy, though he remained nominally minis-
ter of foreign affairs and of war. Refl ecting what he later admitted was his 
“by nature overconfi dent” character, he apparently considered his position 
in the government secure despite his connection with Dumouriez, which 
the Montagnards could exploit against him as effectively as they had 
against the Girondins in the Convention.47 Indeed, he felt safe enough 
that at the 1 April meeting of the Committee of General Defense, LeBrun 
acknowledged that Dumouriez had been his friend and a hero, and that he 
regretted the loss of Dumouriez’s friendship and great talents.48 Only then 
did Jacobin suspicion of him surface.
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The fi rst Jacobin attack came on 11 May from  Louis- Antoine Pio, an 
offi cial of the Paris Commune who had become LeBrun’s friend and advi-
sor over the previous year. In his denunciation, Pio claimed that he had 
begun a surveillance of the foreign minister in March with the aid of 
an unidentifi ed “insider” at the ministry.49 He accused LeBrun of bad 
personnel choices, especially among the Belgians, and denounced his con-
nection with Walckiers, whom he mistakenly accused of being a former 
 aide- de- camp to General Lafayette. He further claimed that the ministry’s 
staff was riddled with the “creatures” of Dumouriez and that when Du-
mouriez had been declared a traitor, LeBrun had ordered that the general’s 
papers be brought to his offi ce.50 Finally, Pio claimed that the newspaper 
of the foreign ministry, Parette de France, had shown partiality to the Gi-
rondins by publishing the manifestoes of Cobourg and Dumouriez. In an 
attached comment, Pio admitted that although Danton had acknowl-
edged receiving these accusations, the Committee of Public Safety, with 
the exception of Robert Lindet, had continued to support LeBrun. Al-
though Pio’s accusations did not prompt action against LeBrun, his charges 
 were the earliest indication of the Jacobin’s intention to bring LeBrun 
down because of his association with Dumouriez.

Anti- Girondin sentiment culminated with the 31  May- 2 June insur-
rection in Paris, during which as many as 100,000 militants from the 
sections and a detachment of the 20,000 National Guard troops in Paris, 
commanded by General Hanriot, converged on the Convention, sur-
rounding the Tuileries palace where the deputies  were meeting. The Pa ri-
sians demanded that the Convention purge the leading Girondin 
“traitors.” Although the majority in the Convention initially resisted this 
abrogation of their authority, on 2 June the deputies ceded to the mili-
tants’ demands, decreed the ministers LeBrun and Clavière and twenty- 
nine Girondist deputies under accusation, and ordered their arrest. The 
insurrection confi rmed Montagnard control of the Convention.51 But the 
remaining ministers on the Executive Council refused to acknowledge 
LeBrun’s treason and, despite his arrest, he continued to direct the minis-
try of foreign affairs, accompanied to and from all meetings by an armed 
guard. Although no longer in control of foreign policy, LeBrun remained 
at his post and never gave up hope that he would be cleared of the charges 
against him.

Hearing of LeBrun’s arrest, the Liégeois patriots expressed their sympa-
thy and support and protested his arrest in an open letter to the French 
people read on the fl oor of the Convention.52 The president of the Liégeois 
municipal administrators, LeBrun’s old friend Bassenge, also wrote to 
LeBrun to express the Liégeois outrage at his arrest and their strong at-
tachment to him.53 Surmising that LeBrun’s patriotism had been ques-
tioned, Bassenge indignantly described LeBrun as the Liégeois saw him:
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This is the man who, in 1789, was under a decree of arrest issued by the Gen-
eral Government of the Low Countries for having spread the principles of the 
French Revolution; who, in 1790, was outlawed by the Belgian Congress for 
having upheld democracy against the Brabançon aristocracy; who was put 
under a decree arrest by the Chamber of Wetzler when he dedicated his tal-
ents and his time to the defense of the unfortunate Liégeois, a people who 
have always worshiped liberty and been the victims of despotism; whom the 
Electoral College of the Empire, assembled at Frankfort for the crowning of 
Leopold, banished from the  whole of Germany, because he had worked unre-
mittingly to banish servitude from there; and whom the Imperial Commis-
sion established at Liège destined for the scaffold at the time of the return of 
the Bishop. Surely this man, raised by the French republic to the post of its 
foreign minister, could not have deceived it or betrayed it. As a guarantee of 
this we have your record of civic leadership with which you distinguished 
yourself in the eyes of our country, which in the fi ne days of its freedom be-
stowed on you the title Citizen and adopted you as one of its sons.

The Liégeois maintained that LeBrun had proved his love of liberty and 
hatred of tyrants long before becoming French foreign minister, and that 
the French government had wrongly accused him of counterrevolutionary 
sympathies. Because of LeBrun, according to Bassenge, France had aided 
the Liégeois in their struggle for freedom, and the Liégeois had over-
whelmingly voted for annexation to France. LeBrun, he claimed, “has 
never ceased to console and cheer his brothers, to interest France in their 
cause, and to dedicate himself completely to their defense.”

The  house arrest under which the Girondin leaders  were placed was so 
lax that many fl ed to their departments, where some joined the Federalist 
Revolt against the central government. The ensuing rebellions in Bor-
deaux, Marseille, and Lyon posed a growing threat to the government, 
which in response increased the power of the Committee of Public Safety. 
By late summer, under the threat of an imminent allied invasion, the 
Committee pressured the Convention to pass the decree of the Levée en 
Masse mobilizing of all the nation’s resources for the war effort, including 
universal conscription and eventually producing the largest army in Eu-
rope.54 On 5 September, the Pa ri sian sans- culottes, increasingly fearful of 
the advancing Austrian forces, the counterrevolutionary threat in the Ven-
dée, the Federalist Revolt, the surrender of Toulon to the British, and the 
 ever- worsening economic conditions, again marched on the Convention 
demanding a revolutionary army, price controls, and a purge of internal 
enemies of the republic. In response, the Committee of Public Safety be-
came a virtual dictatorship of twelve men who established “The Terror.” 
The Committee expanded the scope of the Revolutionary Tribunal by 
enacting the Law of Suspects and arresting and trying all “enemies of the 
Republic” in a vast wave of repression.55
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LeBrun had been replaced as foreign minister on 21 June. Yet fi rmly be-
lieving in his innocence, he remained in Paris and waited anxiously to be 
cleared of the charges against him. On 5 September, Isabeau, ever a loyal 
friend, warned LeBrun that the Committee of Public Safety had ordered his 
arrest on charges of treason. Once out of offi ce, LeBrun had almost been 
forgotten until  Jean- Nicolas  Billaud- Varenne, on becoming a member of the 
Committee on 6 September, demanded in the Convention that the former 
foreign minister’s name be added to the list of Girondins for arrest and trial 
by the Revolutionary Tribunal: “At a moment when the people are calling 
national justice down on the heads of all the guilty, there is one truly crimi-
nal man whom your decrees have not yet reached. I am referring to the 
 ex- minister LeBrun, the man who made us quarrel with all the powers of 
Eu rope, the man who had the impudence to call Dumouriez a great man 
after his treachery; if the Convention had opened its eyes to the crimes of 
this traitor, he would have already paid with his head for all his perfi dious-
ness.”

Beginning in October with the execution of  Marie- Antoinette, a wave of 
trials and executions of the Girondin leadership led to the guillotining of 
Brissot, Vergniaud, Gensonné and Madame Roland. To consolidate the 
dictatorial power of the Committee of Public Safety,  Louis- Antoine 
 Saint- Just declared to the Convention on 10 October that, “There is no 
prosperity to hope for as long as the last enemy of liberty breathes. You have 
to punish not only the traitors, but even those who are indifferent; you have 
to punish whoever is passive in the republic, and who does nothing for it. 
For since the French people has manifested its will, everything opposed to it 
is outside the sovereign. What ever is outside the sovereign is an enemy.”56

Finally aware of the danger he faced, LeBrun became a fugitive in Paris, 
disguising himself as a Liégeois citizen named Le Brasseur and living at the 
 house D’Harcourt on 117, rue de la Liberté. In hiding, he wrote a soul- 
searching account of his conduct as foreign minister in response “to the 
grave and numerous imputations which have been made against me.”57 
Knowing that, if captured, he was doomed to the same fate as the Giron-
dins, he admitted to writing those refl ections with “no hopes of disarming 
the enemies whom vengeance, jealousy, vindictive hypocrisy, despair of be-
ing found out, the weight of recognition, or the need of a certifi cate of civic 
virtue have successively unleashed upon me.” His stated motives  were there-
fore personal rather than po liti cal: “But if I owe to my country the sacrifi ce 
of my life, I owe to no one the sacrifi ce of my reputation. I have children 
whom I  love—I must at least leave them a name for which they do not have 
to blush. . . .  Thank heavens that my life, although driven hither and thither, 
has up till now been exempt from dishonor, and I have no remorse on my 
conscience.” Acknowledging regret for some of his actions and shortcom-
ings, he nonetheless acquitted himself of  self- interested or dishonest inten-
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tions and maintained that he had always loved his country. He protested the 
way in which his earlier associations  were now being used to accuse him: 
“Because I had business or occasional connections or even connections of 
friendship with men who  were scheming at that time secretly in their hearts, 
or who might since have conceived and brought into the open infamous 
treachery, wicked plots, and cowardly conspiracies against the liberty of all, 
against the safety of the country, and against the unity and indivisibility of 
the Republic, does it necessarily follow that I must have been their accom-
plice, known of their guilty schemes, and been their supporter, defender, 
and agent?” Given his ser vice to the revolutionary cause, he vigorously dis-
missed the charges leveled against him as absurd:

Enemy of Liberty! Great heavens! I, who have been fi ghting and suffering for 
it for ten years!
Conspirator! And for whom? I, whom all the despots have proscribed and 
condemned to death!
Traitor to my Country! I, who no longer know in what corner of the world I 
can lay down my head in safety, since this dear country of mine has ceased 
to be a sure place of refuge for me!
Ah! I will declare it as openly as ever: No, no, I am not guilty of these great 
abuses. I can say this because I feel it deeply and it is the truth.

Shortly after completing this memoir, LeBrun was betrayed by his land-
lord, and on 23 December 1793 he was seized and imprisoned. According 
to the government, LeBrun’s fl ight from revolutionary justice was itself an 
admission of guilt. Moving quickly, the public prosecutor, drew up charges 
of treason on 26 December, and LeBrun’s trial before the Revolutionary 
Tribunal followed the next day. In his act of accusation, he charged LeBrun 
with being the principal accomplice of the major traitors of the republic, 
d’Orléans, the Girondins, and the Rolandists; of having conspired with 
“the Machiavellian Pitt” to open the Scheldt to international trade and 
thereby increasing the number of France’s enemies; of having defended 
Dumouriez before the Committee of General Defense; and of having 
planned with Dumouriez the French defeats that had caused the loss of 
Belgium.58 Finally, LeBrun was charged with treason for “having, whether 
by giving way to pressures from abroad or by joining with the enemies of 
the republic and by taking either spontaneously or at their instigation per-
verse or false mea sures, participated in their plots and plans, and even con-
spired with them against the unity and indivisibility of the republic.”

Although  Fouquier- Tinville admitted that “no papers  were seized that 
could clearly establish the crimes with which LeBrun had defi led himself,” 
that did not present an insuperable obstacle to a guilty verdict. Among the 
papers seized at his arrest had been his apologia of his tenure as foreign 
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minister, which  Fouquier- Tinville now used against him, misquoting 
LeBrun’s actual words, presenting rhetorical questions as admissions, and 
underlining phrases he claimed  were especially treasonous and damning:

Because fallacies, bolstered by all that is the most seductive about elo-
quence, most touching about sensibility, most specious about appearances 
of fairness and patriotism, may have misguided my mind and given my 
operations a false direction, it follows that my heart has been corrupted, 
that errors as such  were dear to it, and that the wrong which may have re-
sulted from them was done by me consciously, willingly, and on purpose.

Because I had business or occasional connections or even connections of 
friendship with men who  were scheming at that time secretly in their 
hearts or who might since have conceived brought out into the open infa-
mous treachery, wicked plots, and cowardly conspiracies against the liberty 
of all, against the safety of the country, and against the unity and indivisi-
bility of the Republic, does it necessarily follow,  etc.

Although LeBrun’s trial of 27 December was largely a formality, the 
revolutionary government provided eleven witnesses to accuse him, four of 
whom appear most signifi cant in the notes of the juror  Topino- LeBrun: 
Cambon,  Dubois- Crancé, Pio, and Collot d’Herbois. In these unsubstan-
tiated accusations, the major elements of LeBrun’s Belgian  plan—his or-
ga niz ing of patriots in the Belgian provinces and the United Provinces to 
foment revolution, his opening of the Scheldt to win the favor of the Bel-
gians, and his close collaboration with  Dumouriez—were represented as 
traitorous to the revolutionary cause to which he had devoted his adult 
life. Of little consequence to his accusers was his response that all his ac-
tions had been approved by the Executive Council and supported by the 
Convention, including many of those who now accused him.

The Revolutionary Tribunal found LeBrun guilty of treason, and he was 
executed on 28 December 1793. For his response to this sentence, we have 
only the closing passages of the refl ections he had written while in hiding:

And where are the men who have done more for the Revolution? Where are 
those who have served with greater fi delity and perseverance under the ban-
ner of liberty? Where are those who have dared during this long period of 
upheaval to defy tyrants on their thrones and declare terrible and hard 
truths to them, at a time and in places where there was true courage in so 
doing? Last of all, where are the past and present administrators, who after 
having submitted their po liti cal and revolutionary lives to the same test as I 
am to undergo, can fl atter themselves that they can emerge with a clearer 
conscience than I? If there is one single one, let him tie me up to the stake of 
death, and let him cause the blade of national justice to fall on my head.



Conclusion

In April 1793, the Austrians consolidated their control of Liège and the 
Belgian provinces. In the following year, however, the French victory at 
Fleurus led to the French reconquest of Belgium and Liège, and in Octo-
ber 1794 both  were annexed to France without new plebiscites, the depu-
ties now deeming the requests from the communal assemblies in February 
and March 1793 as suffi cient. Belgium remained part of France until Feb-
ruary 1814, when the allied armies captured Brussels. In 1815, with the 
defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo, the Congress of Vienna joined Belgium to 
the United Provinces under William I of the  House of Orange. In 1830, 
the Belgians fi nally achieved in de pen dence through revolution against the 
Dutch, and the following year they created a constitutional monarchy 
under Prince Leopold of  Saxe- Coburg. In Belgium today, almost two cen-
turies later, the cultural divisions that doomed LeBrun and Dumouriez’s 
efforts to create a united and in de pen dent Belgium continue to plague 
that nation.1

Following his defection in early April 1793, Dumouriez remained in 
Brussels for a short time and then traveled to Cologne, seeking a position 
at the elector’s court. From the major Eu ro pe an newspapers, however, he 
learned that he had become an object of suspicion and opprobrium not 
only among his own countrymen but among the royal  houses, aristocra-
cies, and clergy of Eu rope, who shared the elector’s dismissive view that 
“General Dumourier never quitted the Republican party till he was van-
quished.”2 In 1794 Dumouriez, eager for vindication in the eyes of ancien 
régime  Eu rope and hoping to gain a military appointment from one of the 
royal governments, wrote and published in Hamburg a fi rst volume of 
memoirs in which he offered his version of the previous year’s events. In 
its preface, Dumouriez’s bitterness is as palpable as his purpose is plain:

It is among the misfortunes that attend General Dumouriez, to be aban-
doned by the world; to be the outcast of society; to be compelled to fl y 
from city to city to seek an asylum from the rage and madness of his coun-
trymen who imagine they will serve the public cause and rid the world of 
a traitor if they can but plunge a dagger into his breast; to avoid the wretch 
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whose avarice would tempt him to gain the price offered for his blood by 
the Convention. Compelled to live among strangers under the disguise of 
an assumed name, and to submit to the pain of listening to opinions on 
his conduct equally severe and unjust, that are industriously circulated by 
hired journalists of the different courts of Eu rope, who bestow their 
praises only on the successful, and everywhere encountering emigrants 
who detest him with as little reason, and as much ferocity as the Ja-
cobins . . .  he obeys the call of duty by giving to the world the memoirs of 
his life.3

These memoirs, in which his selective account of events understated his 
revolutionary values and stressed his royalist associations, have since served 
as a  self- generated source of misinformation on his life and career. This 
fi rst volume was subsequently incorporated into a  four- volume work pub-
lished in Paris in 1822–1823.

For several years after his defection, Dumouriez wandered about Eu rope, 
unsuccessfully seeking asylum and a military appointment from the courts 
of the Germanies, Great Britain, Rus sia, and the exiled Count of Provence, 
the future Louis XVIII. His fortunes changed dramatically when he met 
Lord Horatio Nelson in Hamburg in October 1800. Eu rope was then en-
gaged in the War of the Second Co ali tion against Napoleon, and Britain, 
France’s most formidable enemy, rightly feared a French invasion. Du-
mouriez detested Napoleon as a tyrant and began a signifi cant collaboration 
with British leaders to defeat him, including an elaborate plan for the de-
fense of Great Britain that opens with the words, “It is time to cut the thread 
which holds Bonaparte’s sword suspended over En gland.” The work, fi n-
ished in May 1804, ensured a position for Dumouriez in the War Offi ce, 
where he served as an advisor to Pitt, Nelson, and Wellington.4 Dumouriez 
thus found asylum in En gland, receiving a generous British pension and re-
maining there the rest of his life. Once in London, he became the man of 
the hour; as one of London’s journals noted, “a dose of Dumouriez is the 
unfailing antidote to Bonapartist poison.”5 By 1822, Dumouriez had settled 
at Turville Park near Henley on Thames, where he died on 14 March 1823 
and was buried in the Henley Parish Church. His epitaph reads, “Here lieth, 
awaiting the belated justice of his country,  Charles- François Dumouriez 
born at Cambrai January 25th 1739.”

Ironically, Dumouriez’s most lasting achievement may have been to 
distort the truth about his life. The memoirs are so readily available and 
ostensibly authentic and fi t so well with many historians’ preconceptions 
that they have been taken largely at face value. Despite his large body of 
written work and others’ references to him in Eu ro pe an archives, no one 
has until now given Dumouriez’s unpublished  documents—or the un-



 C o n c l u s i o n  189

identifi ed papers of LeBrun that  were fi led with them in the National 
 Archives—a systematic reading.

The story of LeBrun and Dumouriez is, in the end, one of many such 
ironies. Not the least of these is that these two men of unusual intelligence 
and courage, both eloquent and prolifi c writers and speechmakers who left 
behind a voluminous written record of their lives and times, have been so 
overlooked in the histories of the period, Dumouriez dismissed as a traitor 
and LeBrun consigned to an occasional footnote.6 The reasons for this are 
undoubtedly multiple. One is the temptation to read history backward, 
looking almost exclusively at the evidence that supports the known out-
come. Knowing that Dumouriez defected to the enemy, for instance, 
makes it easy to assume that he had been driven by counterrevolutionary 
sympathies all along, or that being executed with the Girondins made 
LeBrun one of them. Another has been the tendency to view French revo-
lutionary history through the lens of domestic politics, especially as it 
transpired within the National and Legislative Assemblies, the Conven-
tion, and the Jacobin Club. This has led to relatively little investigation of 
the rec ords of the Executive Council and the ministries of foreign affairs 
and war, where most of the story of these ministers’ direction of foreign 
policy is found. Similarly, the dependence of most historians of the French 
revolutionary period on French sources has led them to often neglect the 
relevant archival resources of other nations that provided much of the ma-
terial on which this investigation is based. The historical importance of 
both men has all along been more evident to the people and histories of 
other nations, particularly in Belgium and Liège, where they have gener-
ally been viewed as revolutionary heroes.

But even as this work argues for greater recognition of the important 
role played by Dumouriez, LeBrun, and the Belgian plan in the foreign 
policy and history of the early years of the Revolution, it also recognizes 
their shortcomings and failures. To some extent, both  were victims of their 
Enlightenment beliefs, especially their idealistic trust in reason, education, 
and the power of the written word. Both believed to the end that they 
could change the course of events through educating others in republican 
ideals and appealing to natural law and reason. While this made them elo-
quent  opinion- shapers and inspiring leaders, it also led them to seriously, 
perhaps tragically, underestimate the power of emotions: the anger and 
frustration of the people of Paris; the deep attachment to the Catholic 
Church among the Belgians; and the mutually reinforcing distrust of and 
desire for power that led to the internecine power struggles among the 
French deputies. But if their devotion to Enlightenment ideals could some-
times render them naïve, overconfi dent, or even arrogant, in that they 
certainly  were not alone in the extraordinary history of their times.
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Should we view LeBrun and Dumouriez as traitors to or victims of the 
Revolution to which they devoted most of their adult lives? Surely their 
shared devotion to the Belgian plan contributed to conditions that led not 
only to the War of the First Co ali tion but also to the Terror that followed. 
Certainly the war and Dumouriez’s defection contributed to the economic 
suffering and fear of invasion, retribution, and treason that motivated the 
actions of the sans- culottes and the Committee of Public Safety. It is true 
that both men and their compatriots at times appeared more responsive to 
the needs of the Belgians and Liégeois than to those of their own country-
men, and that their  single- mindedness may have blinded them to the risks 
they  were imposing on their already beleaguered nation. But the contem-
porary record gives no reason to believe their motivations  were cynical or 
 self- aggrandizing and offers considerable evidence that they genuinely be-
lieved that their efforts to liberate Belgium and Liège served the present 
and future  well- being of  France—an argument persuasive enough to have 
rallied most of the revolutionary government to their cause. While the war 
cannot be blamed on Dumouriez and LeBrun (or even their Girondin 
supporters) alone, a deeper understanding of how and why it unfolded as it 
did requires a fuller consideration of their role than is given in earlier ac-
counts. And as of those so many revolutionaries with whom they pledged 
their lives to the cause of freedom and democracy, their story is ultimately 
a tragic one.
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“Note relative au troisième rapport sur la Belgique, 27 juin 1793, à l’occasion 
des réclamations des commissaires nationaux et de leurs agents,” AN.

47.  LeBrun, “Mémoires historiques et justifi catifs de mon ministère.” AN.
48.  “L’Acte d’accusation contre LeBrun,  ex- ministre”; Aulard, Recueil, 3:9.
49.  Pio’s denunciation of LeBrun, 11 May 1793, AN.
50.  Both charges  were true: Dumouriez,  Bonne- Carrère, and LeBrun had staffed 

the ministry with persons committed to their strategy for a  Belgian- Liégeois 
Republic, and Dumouriez’s seized papers had been delivered to the foreign 
ministry for safekeeping. Sometime after LeBrun’s tenure as foreign minister, 
his own papers  were boxed together with Dumouriez’s and eventually depos-
ited in the National Archives as the Papers of Dumouriez. That LeBrun pre-
served Dumouriez’s papers, including the extensive correspondence between 
them, is another indication that LeBrun believed he had nothing to hide. 
That LeBrun’s papers  were subsumed, unmarked, into Dumouriez’s also 
helps explain his near absence from most accounts of this period.

51.  See Morris Slavin, The Making of an Insurrection: Pa ri sian Sections and the 
Gironde (Cambridge, 1986).

52.  Municipal Administrators and Offi cers of Liège to the French people, 6 June 
1793, AN.

53.  Municipal Administrators and Offi cers of Liège to LeBrun, 6 June 1793, 
AN.

54.  For more on this threat, see John A. Lynn, The Bayonets of the Republic (Boul-
der, 1996), chapters 3 and 10.

55.  Andress, The Terror, 220–33. The Committee of Public Safety gained the 
key power of naming members of all committees of the Convention, includ-
ing the Committee of General Security now empowered to enforce the Law 
of Suspects.

56.  Palmer notes that with those words, “The doctrine of the Social Contract, 
with these moral overtones, became the theory of the Terror.” Palmer, Twelve 
Who Ruled (Princeton, 1941), 76–77.

57.  LeBrun, “Mémoires historiques et justifi catifs de mon ministère,” AN.
58.  Fouquier- Tinville, public prosecutor, “Acte d’accusation contre LeBrun, 

 ex- ministre,” 24 December 1793, AN.

Conclusion

 1.  According to Roger Cohen, “It has three regions, three language communi-
ties that are not congruent with the regions, a smattering of local parlia-
ments, a mainly  French- speaking capital lodged in  Dutch- speaking Flanders, 
a strong current of Flemish nationalism and an uneasy history.” 17 December 
2007, New York Times.

 2.  Memoirs of General Dumourier, Written by Himself, translated by John Fen-
wick (London, 1794), xv.

 3.  Ibid., ii.
 4.  Dumouriez wrote to Pitt that the fate “of Eu rope depends upon the safety of 

your country, which is the reason I desire to assist it.” The Peace of Amiens in 



1802 postponed his work on the British defense strategy, but when war be-
tween France and Great Britain resumed in May 1803, Pitt wrote Du-
mouriez, “I am sure from our long habit of acting together, and from the 
many proofs I have received of your friendship and good opinion, you will 
resume the essential article of what related to the defence of the country” 
(Dumouriez, “General Refl ections on the Defense of En gland” [BL]). Once 
invasion was no longer a threat and after the French invasion of Spain and 
Portugal in 1808, Dumouriez and the Duke of Wellington collaborated on 
war plans for the Peninsula Campaign and the defense of Portugal (BL). He 
continued advising Wellington until his famous victory at Waterloo that 
ended the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon. J. Holland  Rose and 
A. M. Broadley, Dumouriez and the Defense of En gland Against Napoleon 
(London, 1909).

 5.  Ibid., Preface, X.
 6.  LeBrun is given only a passing mention in Dumouriez’s memoirs, and is the 

only French foreign minister since the seventeenth century not to have a por-
trait in the French Foreign Ministry (Quai d’Orsay) in Paris.
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