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In the American Revolution, some of the most powerful weapons were never fired—they 

were whispered, concealed, and written in code. The Franco-American alliance was created out 

of mutual benefit for both parties. The American interest was practical: survival depended on 

supplies, trained troops, and financial support.  

The French had more of a geopolitical interest regarding the Revolutionary War. A few 

years prior, France entered the conflict partly to avenge its losses to Britain in the French and 

Indian War, which had cost France territory, prestige, and influence in North America. Victory 

against the British would avenge humiliations and restore both prestige and influence on the 

global stage. 

Many famous figures and moments of the Revolution were those of the French alliance. 

The turning point of the war occurred after the American Continental Army’s victory at the 

Battle of Saratoga in 1777, which prompted the French to create an open alliance and aid the 

Americans. 

French aid directly led to the end of the war, particularly during the Battle of Chesapeake 

Bay and the Siege of Yorktown. In Yorktown, Virginia in 1781, British General Lord Charles 

Cornwallis fortified the city as a base of operations. However, he required naval support. British 

Rear Admiral Sir Thomas Graves was en route with a 19-ship fleet. Graves was met at the mouth 

of Chesapeake Bay by French Admiral de Grasse. The resulting naval engagement successfully 

inflicted heavy casualties and loss of watercraft on the British side. As a result, the French 

prevented the British from entering the bay, blocking reinforcements and escape routes. 

As De Grasse attacked the British by sea, the Franco-American army - combined by 

George Washington’s, Marquis de Lafayette’s, and Count Jean-Baptiste Donatien de Vimeur de 
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Rochambeau’s troops - came by land. Over the course of three weeks, the army flanked the left 

and right of British fortifications, steadily weakening Cornwallis’ defenses. 

On October 19, 1781, General Cornwallis officially surrendered, effectively bringing the 

end of the American Revolution. The Treaty of Paris was signed on September 3, 1783, formally 

recognizing American independence and bringing the conflict to a close. 

The Franco-American alliance extended beyond the famed military support the French 

brought to the Revolution. From the beginning of the war, France offered aid in secret to 

American forces. Under the name of Roderigue Hortalez & Company, a false trading house, the 

French smuggled money and provisions into the colonies.  

When George Washington assumed the title of Commander-in-Chief of the Continental 

Army in 1775, he quickly realized that the colonists lacked both the weaponry and the logistical 

organization needed to sustain an army. French spy Pierre-Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais 

learned of the American need from American spy Arthur Lee while both were undercover in 

London. 

King Louis XVI was unwilling to show France’s open support of the rebellion of the 

Thirteen Colonies. However, Beaumarchais’ open support of the rebellion to the king granted 

him the permission and ability to provide covert aid to the colonies. Thus, the shell corporation 

of Roderigue Hortalez & Company. 

Items labeled as “surplus” were rounded up, including much needed gunpowder, 

cannons, cannonballs, and muskets. They were given to the enterprise Roderigue Hortalez & 

Company, who, as a private company, was allowed to sell them to whomever they wished. They 

were then “sold” to the Continental Army, unaffiliated with France of its political beliefs. 
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Negotiations in Paris between Beaumarchais, Benjamin Franklin, and Silas Deane, a 

secret American envoy, granted the American Congress one year of credit on goods from 

Roderigue Hortalez & Company in exchange for American products, primarily tobacco. 

In total an estimated 30,000 muskets; 200,000 pounds of gunpowder; 300 cannons; and 

25,000 uniforms were smuggled into America. The fictitious company bolstered American 

fortitude until a formal alliance treaty could be signed. 

The prevalence of espionage and the exchange of information was mutual on the 

colonists’ side. The Culper Spy Ring, founded by George Washington and led by Major 

Benjamin Tallmadge, provided intelligence on British troop movement and protected French 

agents through codes, ciphers, and invisible inks. 

Members of the Culper Spy Ring operated under aliases and communicated through a 

unique style of cryptography invented by the French to send coded messages, using numbers 

instead of names, locations, and military positions. They also employed an invisible ink created 

by James Jay, the brother of Founding Father John Jay, known as a “sympathetic stain” that was 

invisible when dry. The message remained invisible until a chemical reagent revealed its 

contents, and the paper with the given information would be seen as otherwise inconspicuous. 

Between the Americans and the French, there was a give and take of protection. When 

the Expedition Particuliere under the command of Rochambeau was transporting over six 

thousand troops to America in 1780, it was George Washington’s duty to grant them the ability to 

land safely and ensure the British would not be able to make preparations to intercept the fleet 

before it even touched American soil.  

To ensure the safety of the French soldiers and allow them to join the ranks of the 

Patriots, vital intel granting the safe passage of the French was planted via a seemingly-innocent 
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civilian. The civilian delivered papers to a British outpost which he stated he found on the road 

and must have fallen out of the bag of a saddlebag. But how the papers were attained was not 

important, the information within confirmed to the British that the Rebels were putting into place 

an immediate attack on New York. They pulled all their resources to New York to await the 

attack… which never came. As they waited, the French armada disembarked safely in Newport, 

Rhode Island with neither naval attacks nor ground disputes. 

The Franco-American alliance through espionage offers lessons that remain relevant in 

the modern world. It offers a distinct demonstration that the greatest power lies in intelligence, 

knowledge, and discretion. In today’s world, nations still depend on intelligence, diplomacy, and 

strategic partnerships to maintain peace and security. The tools that evolved from invisible ink to 

encrypted communication retain the same basic principle: information is key. 

The number of spies, encrypted messages, and deceptions of the American Revolution 

reveal that knowledge can be sharper than weapons and more powerful in force. The greatest 

contributions are made quietly. Not every hero stands on the battlefield. Not every hero is 

remembered. Agent 355 of the Culper Ring is a real example of a figure fitting this stature. 

She is still unknown to this day. All that is known about her identity is that she was a female spy 

for the Revolutionary cause working within the Culper ring, but the information she provided 

was crucial to the Rebel cause. Agent 355 is believed to have provided intelligence on British 

troop movements, supply lines, and strategic plans to the Continental Army. Yet, she remains a 

mystery 250 years later. 

The pieces of the events leading up to the American victory also impart the lessons that 

parts make up the whole. History isn’t just defined by the large decisions and big events that 

shape it, but chains of tiny, ordinary decisions. It’s viewed as a series of fixed points, but is truly 
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a web of fragile threads woven, not by legends, but by people. Even the smallest decision could 

have changed the entire course of the war and thus the course of history itself. The fragments of 

intelligence provided by the Culper Ring prove each small piece of information combined as a 

whole can mean the difference between victory or defeat. 

I myself am the sum of all my ancestors that came before me. Without one or the other, I 

would not be exactly as I am today. French aid during the Revolution undoubtedly saved 

countless lives of American soldiers, whether that be from reducing the casualty total during 

battle or the simple provisions that allowed for soldiers to not die of malnutrition. My 

great-great-great-great-great grandfather William served in the American Revolution. He was 

believed to be a privateer - disrupting British maritime operations, attaining civilian provisions, 

and turning others over to privateering - and also served in the Connecticut Militia in Captain 

Lyons’ company in New York City. 

It can never be known which lives were saved because of the French during the 

Revolution, but my fifth-great grandfather may have been one of them. Because he lived, and 

later went on to have children and fathered a generation, I exist. And because I exist, everything I 

achieve and all of the good I do in my life can be attributed to those before me that shaped who I 

am.  

The purpose I find myself drawn to is protecting the history that the great men and 

women before me created. The study of espionage illustrates how some of the most important 

moments are made quietly, through preparation and service. Even in the career I am working 

towards, a historic preservation engineer, I will be maintaining the very structures that inspired 

my own choices and aspirations. I hope to work, not always in the spotlight, but quietly serving 

the present and posterity by preserving the places, stories, and legacies that allow future 
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generations to understand the impact a single person can cause. So others may then be inspired to 

do great things by seeing the edifices of history and continue the cycle of doing good and 

inspiring those after them. Just as French aid and American intelligence helped to secure a 

nation’s future, I hope my own work will protect the physical reminders of the sacrifices that 

built the world I now inherit. 
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