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DEPARTMENT OF STATE
WASHINGTON

February 24, 1936

CONFIDENTIAL - For Staff Use Only.

TRANSMISSION OF CHAPTER FROM "THE LEES
OF VIRGINIA"

To
American Diplomatic and Consular Officers.
Sirs:

There is enclosed, by permission of the publishers,
a mimeographed copy of a chapter from a volume entitled
"The Lees of Virginia" by Burton J. Hendrick, which
appeared in the Atlantic Monthly for October, 1965,
The chapter contains much of historical value that
should interest every member of the Foreign Service
and it is desired that it be read by all officers
because of the manner in which it illustrates the
necessity of exercising every precaution to protect
our Government against the misuse of confidential
information.

Very truly yours,

For the Secretary of State:

WILBUR J. CARR

Enclosure:
Mimeographed article.
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WORSE THAN ARNOLD

By Burton J. Hendrick

Up to August 1777, the career of Arthur Lee as the
first diplomatic representative of the American nation
had been successful.

His association with Beaumarchais in London in
1775-1776 had produced large war supplies from France
and Spain. His winter trip to Burgos, in 1777, had
brought money and munitions at a time when Washington's
army tragically needed them, If his adventurous sojourn
in Berlin had accomplished nothing so ponderable, it had
elicited from Frederick the Great a promise to recognize
American independence whenever France should take that
momentous step. Perhaps Arthur imagined that these ac-
complishments would enhance his popularity with his
colleagues in Paris; if so, he was doomed to disappoint-
ment., Few diplomats have cver met so chilly a reception
as the junior member of the mission received on his
return to France,

Just preceding Arthur's departure for Berlin,
Franklin had been installed, by ll. Le Ray de Chaumont, in
a beautiful mansion at Passy, for eizht years to serve as
the American Embassy in France. The structure was large,
luxurious, well appointed for ambassadorial work, roony
enough to provide living and working quarters for an
extensive force. Franklin had invited Arthur Lee to make
his home in this castle on his return from Berlin.

Lee at once reported to Passy, expecting to bestow
himself in this congenial lodging. But in Arthur's
absence another tenant had slipped into his place. The
rooms that had been renovated for the proud Virginian
were now adorned by the short and portly figure of the
Conneecticut Yankee, Silas Deane, whose familiar manners,
general air of accommodation to his surroundings, and
distant, even supercilious attitude toward the intruding,
questioning Lee, presented the picture of a gentleman
very much at home., Dr. Franklin proffered no explana-
tion, but his grandson, William Temple Franklin, now
serving as secretary, informed Lee that Deane had moved
in at his grandfather's request.

Shoved aside, the bewildered and unquestionably very
angry gentleman from the Potomac settled in a fine man-
sion at Chaillot, another suburb about three miles from
Passy. Thus to the ever—watchful eye of Frenchmen, and
the still more watchful eye of the British ambassador and
his army of spies, the American diplomatic triumvirate
presented a spectacle of disunion.

This process of elbowing Arthur out of any sharec in
the Paris embassy had been under way even before the trip

to
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to Berlin., Even while sojourning in Spain, Arthur had
been conscious of a lack of interest on the part of his
colleagues., His long detailed letters remained unanswered.
On his return from Germany no account of what had happened
in his absence was given him, Franklin and Deane held
frequent consultations on important matters - consultations
to which Arthur was not invited and on the results of which
he was not informed. Critical decisions were taken without
seeking the opinion of the junior Commissioner, To such
records of proceedings as were made Lee had no access.

His standing in the Commission was precisely the same as
that of Franklin and Deane, — all three were acting under
identical appointment from Congress, - yet official com—
munications frequently bore only two signatures, and even
requisitions on French bankers sometimes lacked the name

of Lee. Of incoming mail, addressed to the American
Commission, the Virginian seldom caught a glimpse. All
his attempts to establish working relations with his
associates were rebuffed., Two out of three, Franklin

once replicd to these protests, made a majority !

Arthur had returned from Berlin eager for work and
full of ideas, but all his suggestions were ignored.
That the American Embassy was in a state of disorder a
preliminary inspection showed; no books were being kept,
no accounts preserved, although millions of livres were
being spent; all kinds of nondescript characters had free
access to the building, and apparently shared the confi-
dence of Franklin and Deane, but Arthur Lee's suggestions
for something resembling a businesslike routine met a
hostile reception. Despite this discouragement, the
Virginian frequently forced his presence on his colleagues,
addressing them at length and proposing reforms. His re-
ports of these interviews, recorded in his journal, in-
variably have the same conclusion: "I received no answer",
Franklin especially was irritating for his silent trecat-
ment, "No attention was paid to what I sald, which was
almost invariably the case", Even Arthur's not too active
sense of humor was occasionally aroused; after making a
long statement to the senior Commissioner on a subject of
great importance, he thus reccords the result: "Dr. Franklin
in return entertained me with some very agreeable philo-
sophical conversation".

That there wére faults in plenty on Arthur's side
nis best friends recognized., Of all these Ifriends none
was more honest and loyal than John Adams, and perhaps
no better introduction to Arthur's career in Paris can
be obtained than the references in the Adams Diary.

"Our old incidental agent is an honest man', wrote Adams,
"faithful and zealous in our cause., But there is an
acrimony in his temper, there is a jealousy, there is an
obstinacy, and a want of candor at times, and an affecta—
tion of secrecy, the fruit of jealousy, which renders him
disagreeable often to his friends, makes him enemies and
gives them infinite advantages over him. That he has had
great provocations I have never doubted", "Virtue is not
always amiable, integrity is sometimes ruined by prejudices

and by passions. There are two men 1n the world [Lee and
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Izard ] who are men of honor and integrity, I believe, but
whose prejudices and violent temper would raise quarrels
in the Elysian fields, if not in heaven", "Mr. McCreery
insinuates to me that the Lees are selfish and that this
was a family misfortune., What shall I say? What shall I
think?"

These are the judgments of an admiring friend. They
are the words of a man who worked in closest companionship
for eight years not only with Arthur, but with the whole
Lee family. The selfishness about which Adams questions
himself was really family pride - an inheritance of that
"paronial' conception in Virginia which implanted in the
consciousness of certain families a belief in their right,
even their duty, to rule; and doubtless this sense of
family obligation largely explains Arthur Lee. One who
fails to grasp this feeling can only faintly understand
Arthur's emotions when, returning to Passy from Berlin,
he found a Connecticut Yankee calmly installed in apart-
ments originally set aside for himself., ©Silas Deane; son
of a blacksmith, country school-teacher, tradesman, un-
distinguished in person and uncouth in manner, preferred
to him, a Potomac Lee, descendant of a line of Virginia
Councilors, schooled at Eton and Edinburgh, famous
pamphleteer, friend of Chatham, Burke, and Shelburne, the
sought-for guest of country houses and rising member of
the English bar!

Posterity can forgive Arthur's egotism when exercised
against such a person as Silas Deane, but that a great
man like Benjamin Franklin should have become its object
has damaged his fame. One need not regard Poor Richard
as an exemplar of all virtues, public and private - for
certainly he was a practical soul, not enamored of the
ideal; the fact still remains that from 1777 to 1783 he
was one of the greatest assets to the American cause.
Bonhomme Richard's inventions, his lightning rods, his
bifocal spectacles, his stove, his kite, his learned dis-
courses before the Academy of Sciences, his pithy and
commonsense writings, many of which had already appearcd
in French translations, his infinite curiosity about
everything, human and divine - all these matters made the
Philadelphian, in French eyes, an ideal champion of a
young forest Republic attempting to free itself from
European shackles. If the chief business of an ambassador
is to make his country loved by the one to which he is
accredited, probably no other envoy in history ever
achieved Franklin's success. Whether he deserved all
this acclaim is not the point; the fact is that he re-
ceived it, and became a force in promoting the American
cause almost as powerful as Washington's army.

A1l this was lost on Arthur Lee., He disliked
Franklin, regarded his performances as overpraised, be-
lieved by some twisted method of reasoning that he was a
positive deterrent to American success. Franklin's re-
moval from Paris became the dearest purpose of Arthur's
life, He wrote letters home insisting that he himself
be installed in Franklin's place.

No
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No man ever wrote more unfortunate letters than these,
These proposals and subsequent troubles with Franklin
have injured Arthur's reputation almost beyond repair.

It was outbursts of this kind, as John Adams sadly noted,
which gave advantage to Arthur's foes and have embittered
against him so many American historians and blographers.
They have also obscured a truth which only in recent years
has become apparent - that in most of the criticisms Lee
hurled against his Passy colleagues the facts were on

his side. Had his charges been harkened to, probably the
American Revolution would not have lasted seven exhausting
years, for the things that made matters so difficult were,
above all, disloyalty and treason,

Lee's wrath against Franklin and Deane was not all
jealousy and ancestral pride, but was also based upon
patriotic motives. Arthur insisted that the mansion at
Passy was a nest of spies and traitors, who, under the
very nose of Franklin, were betraying the American cause
and every day bringing it closer to disaster. The recason
that he was ignored, Arthur insisted - the reason all
means were taken to keep him out of the secrets of the
Embassy - was plain enough: things were going on that
would not bear the light of day, and his climination was
desired because his presence would make impossiblc schemes
that endangered his country. Strange suspicions for the
the young man — Arthur Lee was then thirty-six - to
nourish against his diplomatic colleagues; and the strangest
part of all is that in large degree they were true.

i

Arthur Lee's vexation was great when 1t first became
apparent to him that Chaumont, Dr. Bancroft, the Whartons,
Thomas Walpole, and other nersons whom he regarded as ob-
noxious characters, stood on much better footing at Passy
than did he, the officially accredited representative of
Congress, Startling was the disclosure that Edward Bancroft
was serving as private secretary to Silas Deane, was living
in the Chaumont mansion, had constant access to all its
secrets, and was confidential man to Franklin. Bancroft
was a shrewd and clever gentleman, — Arthur had learned
this in London, — but his agility in thus geining access
to American counsels was something of a surprise. 7Yet the
feat had been accomplished simply enough; Bancroft had
not wormed himself into the ambassadorial circle, but had
been invited in, Benjamin Franklin had written Deane's
instructions, on his original appointment as representative
in France, and these instructions had contained the fol-
lowing paragraph:-

"You will endeavor to procure a meeting with
Mr. Bancroft, by writing a letter to him, under cover
to Mr. Griffiths, at Turnham Green, near London, and
desiring him to come over to you in France and Holland,
on the score of old acquaintance. From him you may
obtain a good deal of information of what is now going
forward in England and settling a mode of continuing
a correspondence., It may be well to remit a small bill
to remit his expenses in coming to you."

At
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At this time, August 1776, neither Franklin nor Lee
was an American Commissioncr; Deane was the solc American
reprcsentative in France., His first act, in landing at
Bordeaux, was to follow Franklin's instructions regarding
Bancroft, who came over to Paris, spent several wecks with
Deane, learned all about American affairs and aspirations,
accompanied Decane on all his trips to Vergennes, and actced
in general as his good angel. Two records cxist of thosc
first weeks of the American effort at Versaillecs, both
historic documents of priccless valuc, Deane wrote a
long and highly entertaining account of his experiences,
the encouragement cxtended by the Fronch court, the aid
already promised and on its way - all of which was about
the most confidential and dangerous information then con-
ccaled in Europec. Deane sent this in the most sccret
manner possible to the Committec of Congress, where nat-
urally it raised high hopes. Edward Bancroft wrote his
story of the same events, just as detalled, just as ac-
curate, just as entertaining as Deane's. But Bancroft
sent his lucubration to Lord Suffolk, head of the British
Secret Intelligence during the American Revolution.

Of course neither Franklin nor Deane knew anything
of Bancroft!s literary exercises. In subseguent months
Bancroft grew increasingly indispensable to Deane, who
informed him of all the conversations with Vergennes, took
his advice on all delicate matters, and finally persuaded
him to settle in Passy as his personal secretary. And
there the astonished Lee found him — astonished because
Arthur and William Lee already possessed what thcy rc-
garded as irrefragable proof of Bancroft's double charac-
ter. Arthur informed Franklin, in his forthright way,
that Bancroft was a spy in the pay of the British Govern—
ment. He not only made the accusation but submitted
evidence, Bancroft, William Lee had discovered, was
closeted with the Privy Council on his trips to London.
What else could such confabulations mean?

The only effect of Arthur's charges on Franklin was
to embitter him. Amiable as he was to most men, toward
Arthur, from this time forth, he adopted a manner little
less than savage. Edward Bancroft, his loug-time friend,
his assistant in literary and scientific pursuits, to be
accused by this Virginia upstart as the pald betrayer of
his inmost secrets!

The indignation against Lee felt by the philosopher
hat been pretty generally echoed by his biographers, at
least all those who antedate 1889; for Bancroft is a
curious figure in the history, not only of espionage, but
of literature. Naturally Franklin's biographers have
found Arthur Lee's accusations against Bancroft something
of a stumbling-block, especially those biographers who
wrote in the time when glorification of onc's hero, with
corresponding abuse of his detractors, was a fixed rule
of the biographic art. To admit that Bancroft was a spy,
writes Francis Wharton, "would involve grave imputations
on at least the sagacity and the vigilance of Franklin' -
hence the labored efforts of all Franklin chroniclers,

including






