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I. 
 
In the vast and ever-growing field that is “French Revolution studies,” the work of Peter McPhee 
holds a particular place, amongst other reasons because of his willingness to innovate boldly at 
various scales, from the grand synthesis – such as Liberty or Death  – to regional social history, 
to his earlier and more classic biographical approach, notably in his study of Maximilien 
Robespierre.1 In this latter work, rather than falling into one of the two extremes – either of a 
psychohistory of the man as a tempting pathological case, or a treatment of Robespierre as a 
mere vehicle in which certain ideological currents were incarnated and expressed – McPhee 
attempted (for better and for worse) to humanize the trajectory of this complex and less-than-
sympathetic figure, famously described in an Orientalist trope by J.W. Croker as a sort of 
Arabian Nights djinn, who mysteriously appeared, spread mayhem, and as quickly disappeared 
“leaving behind him no trace but terror.”2 Having spent a good part of my own research career 
approaching the biographical question from various angles, I will confess to having a great deal 
of sympathy for McPhee’s balanced approach to similar questions. In this brief essay, I will 
therefore return to the lived experience of the Age of Revolutions via an individual trajectory, 
neither a grandiose (or monstrous) one, nor that of an unknown or humble subaltern. The 
particular angle I will take is to see how such a trajectory can illuminate the global context of the 
French Revolution, as well as other related phenomena of the time.3 The personage at the center 
of this somewhat schematic essay is the Franco-Irish figure of Thomas Conway (1733–95), one 
of those figures often romantically characterized using the loose term “wild geese (oies 
sauvages).” Conway was a veteran who during a chequered career fought first in the Seven 
Years’ War on the Continent, then in the American Revolutionary Wars, and was also in India 
and the Indian Ocean for a time in the 1780s (after a brief stint in the Cape Colony).4 After the 
advent of the French Revolution, he returned to Europe, and after some travails eventually died 
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in England, where he rather ironically was obliged to seek refuge at the very end of his life. 
Much research remains to be done on this complex career, and this essay can do no more than 
propose an aperçu, to be deepened on another occasion.5 

I came across Conway by a roundabout route, while researching a quite different person, 
an American mercenary by the name of John Parker Boyd. Boyd was born in late 1764, in 
Newburyport (Massachusetts).6 He does not appear to have fought in the American War of 
Independence and was only briefly drafted into a militia in 1786–87. Frustrated by a lack of 
outlets for his military ambitions, Boyd then made his way to India, where he became one of a 
relatively small group of American “soldiers of fortune,” operating in the declining years of the 
Mughal Empire.7 The most celebrated of these was probably James Lillibridge Murray from 
Newport (Rhode Island), who after a successful career working with the Maratha Holkar family, 
then defected to the East India Company. Notoriously, Murray died in 1806 in an absurd 
accident in Calcutta, when at his own farewell dinner, he mounted his Arab horse and attempted 
unsuccessfully to jump across the dining table while severely inebriated. Boyd was a far less 
impulsive character by all accounts. During his decade-long Indian career, spent largely in the 
Deccan between Hyderabad and Pune, he cynically moved his allegiance between rival powers, 
practising what one of his admiring English contemporaries called mulkgiri, or freelance 
conquest. His force was apparently made up of “three battalions, each of 500 men, armed with 
firelocks, and clothed and disciplined like our Sepoys.” At the end of his Indian stint, Boyd 
opportunistically transferred his forces for a sum to another mercenary, the Neapolitan Michele 
Filose, and departed for the United States with 35,000 Rupees in his pockets. Later, in around 
1808, he found himself for a time in Paris, where the imperial regime attempted to secure his 
services for a project in the “eastern colonies”. Boyd was not tempted, but instead returned to his 
native Massachusetts, where he then engaged to lead troops – often with very little success – in 
the War of 1812, notably during the disastrous Battle of Crysler’s Farm. Nevertheless, by the 
time of his death in 1830, he had managed a successful later career as both a businessman and 
minor politician. Interestingly enough, in his will, he made provision for “Frances Boyd, my 
natural daughter by Housina, a Mahometan lady born in my camp in the vicinity of Ponah 
[Pune], in the month of June and fourth day, 1797.”8  

The question which piqued my interest was how Boyd, a Massachusetts man of Scottish 
extraction, was able so quickly and with little seeming effort to enter the hurly-burly of late 
eighteenth-century mercenary politics in India. Many of his French contemporaries in India – 
men like René Madec, Jean-Baptiste Gentil, Claude Martin, Pierre Cuillier-Perron or Benoît de 
Boigne – could count on a complex network of mutual support in order to advance. A part of the 
answer emerged from a letter written by Boyd to General Henry Knox from Boston in July 1799, 
shortly after his return from India. Here he stated: “after the disbanding of Jacksons Regiment in 
1787, in which I held an Ensignship, I procured letters to General Conway, Governor General of 
the French Indias at Pondicherry, and on my arrival at that place was by him recommended to a 

																																																													
5 This would notably require a full analysis of Aix-en-Provence, Archives Nationales d’Outremer (hereafter 
ANOM), Colonies, E 90 and E 90bis, with the personnel dossiers of Thomas Conway and his brother James (or 
Jacques), who spent a large part of his career in Guadeloupe. Another personnel file for Thomas Conway can be 
consulted in Vincennes, Service Historique de la Défense – Département de l’Armée de Terre (SHD-DAT). A good 
deal of Thomas Conway’s Indian correspondence from 1787–89 can be found in ANOM, Colonies, C¹ 4, and some 
of it has been published. His earlier Cape correspondence can be found in ANOM, Colonies C5B 4. 
6 Rosner. “John Parker Boyd.” 
7 Ward and Burgevine, “American Soldiers of Fortune.” 
8 Rosner, “John Parker Boyd,” 303. 
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Gentleman in the Honourable E[ast] India Company’s service at Madras.”9 From Madras, Boyd 
then decided “to enter the service of some native Prince” and made his way in 1789–90 to the 
court of the Nizam of Hyderabad. Dissatisfied at Hyderabad, he then turned coat and joined “the 
army of the Marrattas,” where he acquired power, influence and wealth, with the high point 
apparently being at the Battle of Kharda (1795). In turn, this only raised a further set of 
questions. How did it happen that the Governor-General of the French Indian colonies was 
sufficiently connected to the nascent United States that letters of recommendation passed 
between the two places, unexpectedly facilitating careers like that of Boyd? Who then was the 
enigmatic General Conway?  

Thomas Conway was born in February 1733 at Templenoe, in County Kerry, Ireland, to 
James Conway and his wife Julia (née Mahony). Both parents belonged to prominent Catholic 
gentry families of the region, and James Conway’s grandfather had impeccable Jacobite 
credentials, having fought and died at the decisive Battle of Aughrim (1691). James himself was 
recruited into the French army during the reign of Louis XV, as a member of the so-called 
régiment de Clare (or Clare’s Dragoons), a force largely made up at its origins of Irishmen with 
Jacobite sympathies. Nevertheless, his two sons, Thomas and James (also known as Jacques 
Henri), were both born in Ireland, and only moved to France some years into their childhood. In 
December 1747, Thomas Conway was commissioned as second lieutenant in his father’s 
regiment. It is difficult to follow his early military career, which is likely to have involved 
campaigns in the Flanders, including at the siege of Maastricht (1748). But matters become 
clearer with the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War in 1756, if only in their broad outlines. The 
Clare Regiment played a fairly important role, for example, in defending Cherbourg against an 
English raiding party commanded by Thomas Bligh in August 1758. Transferred to Germany, 
they then fought under the Comte de Broglie at Korbach, defeating the Hanoverians and their 
English allies in 1760; however, the next year, the French still under the command of Broglie 
were roundly defeated at Vellinghausen in July 1761, an engagement that is regarded by many as 
a turning point in the war on the Continent.10 At the end of the war, in 1765, Conway had been 
promoted to the rank of captain, and the next year he was made a chevalier de Saint-Louis. In 
1769, he rose to the rank of major, and by this time distinct rumblings against him were being 
heard, even amongst his fellow Irishmen. Here, for example, is a letter of complaint by one of his 
fellow officers, one Captain O’Meara, written to the French Minister of War, the Duc de 
Choiseul: 

 
Allow me to point out, Monseigneur, that M. Conway our aide-major will be named 
major in the Clare Regiment. The advancement of M. Conway is a matter of pleasure for 
me, but both in terms of years of service and otherwise, I am far more deserving than 
him, or M. Clarke de Bulkeley, or M. Ryan de Berwick or M. White de Roscommond, for 
a post of major or lieutenant-colonel, but even if I were to spend another ten years as I 
am, I have too much respect for the King’s regulations to ask for these posts in the Clare 
Regiment, where I have been an old employee, captain, and chevalier de Saint-Louis 
when M. Conway was no more than the junior sub-lieutenant of the regiment. I have seen 
many sieges, battles, and other military affairs, I have received the bruises and wounds of 
war, including an arm that was broken at [the battle of] Lawfeld, and without the least 

																																																													
9 Boston, Massachusetts Historical Society Collection, letter from Boyd to Henry Knox, dated July 1799. I am 
grateful to Cassandra Berman for obtaining a copy for me. 
10 Baugh, Global Seven Years War, 533–34. 
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regret I have shed my blood for France, in carrying out the main duties of my position 
with zeal and intelligence even before M. Conway had left school. […] In view of all 
that, Monseigneur, is it all possible for me not to be hurt when I find myself the 
subordinate of M. Conway […] when I have far longer years of service? […] Happy are 
those who have powerful protectors. I have never set down a memoir for my own 
advancement. […] I have never asked for a reward, or a pension or the brevet of 
lieutenant-colonel, or of major even though all the majors and many of those who have 
risen to colonel or lieutenant-colonel in the brigade are a lot less senior than I am […].11  
 

The identity of Conway’s “powerful protectors” is difficult to say at the current stage of research, 
though they may have included Choiseul himself. Possibly they already counted the Marquis de 
Castries, later to be identified as one of his most important patrons, as well as the Brienne-
Conflans family. However, we are able to follow some of Conway’s movements after rising to 
the rank of major. In 1771–72, we find him together with his cousin Daniel O’Connell on his 
first short expedition overseas, when his regiment was sent to the Mascarene Islands, the Île de 
France (Mauritius) and the Île Bourbon (Réunion) in the Indian Ocean. Returning to France, 
Conway made a significant personal and career decision. At the age of forty-one, in June 1774 
(some accounts have it as 1775), he contracted a marriage to Françoise-Antoinette-Jeanne 
Langlois du Bouchet, from a Norman family with roots in Caux, but which had moved to 
Clermont-Ferrand. A daughter Charlotte was born to them the next year, in 1775.12 He thus 
acquired a new family network through his in-laws, which included his wife’s brother, Denis, 
also a military officer albeit one whose career had known some vicissitudes. The two brothers-
in-law would join forces in the next step in their careers, one that would take them to the 
rebellious American colonies.13 

The key mediating figure in this matter was the Connecticut-born merchant and wheeler-
dealer Silas Deane, who was sent to France by the Continental Congress in 1776, with the idea of 
acquiring arms as well as the services of military specialists for the looming conflict. Aided by 
the playwright, intellectual and inveterate intriguer Caron de Beaumarchais, Deane – who arrived 
in Paris via Bordeaux in July 1776 – set about identifying candidates who might be willing to 
participate in the American adventure. His choices were rather eclectic. They eventually included 
an entrepreneurial Bavarian peasant with aristocratic pretensions, Johann Kalb, as well as others, 
many of whom had made military reputations for themselves in the course of the Seven Years’ 
War.14 Kalb was closely associated with the Comte de Broglie and the Duc de Choiseul, both of 
whom had long had an interest in American affairs, and he had visited the American colonies on 
a surveying mission in 1768 to test the waters in terms of a possible rebellion. Deane made offers 
of positions to a number of these persons, some times exceeding the powers that had been 
attributed to him. Late in 1776, he was joined by Benjamin Franklin and Arthur Lee, but the 
three did not always see eye to eye on the matter of recruitments. It was in this context that 

																																																													
11 Clarke de Dromantin “Heurs et malheurs,” 6. 
12 Charlotte de Conway (1775–1862) was first married in 1806 to Pierre-Paul de Cotte, procureur in the Antilles, 
and then after his death in 1812, to Comte Jean-Louis de Rollat. She had three sons from her first marriage, of whom 
the oldest Jules de Cotte, was a general under Napoleon III and was killed in 1859 in Italy. 
13 Bouchet, Anecdotes, contes moraux et philosophiques. We await a proper analysis of his unpublished text dating 
to ca. 1820: Ithaca, NY, Cornell University, Kroch Rare and Manuscripts Library, Archives 4600 Bd. Ms. 167–169, 
Denis-Jean-Florimond Langlois du Bouchet, “Journal d’un émigré, ou, Cahiers d’un étudiant en philosophie, que a 
commencé son cours dès son entrée dans le monde,” 3 vols. See Selig, “A French Volunteer,” for a brief account. 
14 Kapp, The Life of John Kalb. 
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Conway and Denis du Bouchet made their way to America, arriving in Portsmouth (New 
Hampshire) in April 1777 after an eighty-eight day crossing. We learn of this in a letter from 
George Washington to John Hancock, dated Morristown on May 9, 1777: 

 
Sir: 
This will be delivered you by Colonel Conway, an Irish Gentleman, in the service of 
France, who came passenger, in the Amphitrite and was introduced to me Yesterday, by a 
Letter from Mr Deane and One from General Heath, Copies of which are transmitted. 
This Gentleman waits on Congress, to obtain an appointment in the Army of the States, 
& from Mr Dean’s recommendation, is an Officer of merit. He says, no particular 
command was agreed on, between him & Mr Deane, nor does he wish otherwise, than 
that Congress should exercise their own discretion; At the same time he observes, that it 
will be mortifying to him, to hold a rank under that of Messrs De Formoy et De Borre, 
who were inferior Officers, in their own service and subjects to his command. He can 
give the character of Several of the Officers, who were passengers with him. 
I cannot pretend to speak of Colonel Conway’s merits or abilities of my own knowledge, 
having had but little opportunity to be acquainted with him: From what I can discover, he 
appears to be a Man of candor, and if he has been in service, as long as he says he has, I 
should suppose him infinitely better qualified to serve us, than Many who have been 
promoted, as he speaks our language. He seems extremely anxious to return to Camp, as 
the Campaign, may be expected to become active every day, and wishes Congress to 
determine, whatever command, they may think proper to honor him with, as soon as they 
shall think it expedient. I have the Honor to be with great respect Sir Your Most Obedient 
Servant.15 

 
Like many of those coming from Europe, Conway’s views of the American conflict were 
distinctly coloured by his previous experience. Though they often talked in terms of elevated 
notions such as freedom, the dangers of tyranny, and the like, it is clear that a fundamental drive 
was their view that the Seven Years’ War was still unfinished business, and that the possibility of 
driving a wedge between Britain and her western colonies was too tempting to be resisted. At the 
same time, one finds the sentiment that the American colonists were in general not sufficiently 
prepared for the forms of combat that they were up against. Within months of arriving on 
American soil, and being given his first command, one finds Conway incessantly complaining 
and criticizing regarding the lack of proper understanding of the techniques of warfare and 
discipline. He was also particularly piqued by the fact that he was asked to serve under American 
commanders whose experience he derided. As Conway wrote to Washington on September 1, 
1777,  
 

I would have been happy in commanding one of the Battalions of the light infantry even 
under the orders of one who certainly never commanded as many men as I did before the 
ennemy [sic]. It must injure my character very much when it will be known that though I 
am one of the more experienc’d officers on this continent of any one of my rank I am 
entrusted with the smallest command. I would not presume to trouble your Excellency 

																																																													
15 The Papers of George Washington, Revolutionary War Series (hereafter PGW), vol. 9 (1777), 370–71. 
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with these representations was I not accountable for my conduct to the army wherein I 
am in actual service.16  

 
As we know, the month of September 1777 proved to be a disastrous one from the point of view 
of the rebellious colonists, in the course of what is usually known as the Philadelphia Campaign. 
The British forces under William Howe, aided by their Hessian auxiliaries, first dealt 
Washington’s forces a major blow at the Battle of Brandywine on September 11, following it up 
with another smaller defeat at Paoli nine days later. The major center of Philadelphia then fell to 
the British on September 26, to be followed by another important victory for them at 
Germantown in early October. This was in marked contrast to the victory gained against the 
British by the American northern force led by Horatio Gates at the Battle of Saratoga on October 
7. 

While Conway had moved south to join Washington, his brother-in-law Denis du 
Bouchet had remained with Gates’s forces and was probably a source of information for 
Conway. In any event, it is clear that by this time Conway considered Gates, whose conventional 
military credentials were certainly more respectable than those of Washington, to be the superior 
commander, a fact confirmed by his own mixed experience under Washington’s command. What 
made matters particularly difficult was that Congress appointed Conway Inspector-General of 
the army in late 1777, presumably with a view to tightening up techniques to bring them more in 
line with the European military reforms of the 1760s. Finding himself vulnerable, Washington 
now turned against Conway, implying that the latter was part of a group (later to be termed a 
“cabal”) that was secretly plotting to displace him by calling him a “weak general.” Conway 
responded in November 1777, denying that he had used such an expression, and adding: “you are 
a brave man, an honest man, a patriot, and a man of great sense. Your modesty is such, that 
although your advice in council is commonly sound and proper, you have often been influenc’d 
by men who were not equal to you in point of experience, knowledge or judgment.”17 But this 
was not enough to calm troubled spirits. Washington’s friends continued to agitate, demanding 
that Conway – who by now had become quite unpopular in some circles – be taken to task in a 
public way, so as to restore the lost honor of their hero. And Washington himself industriously 
stirred the pot. In a letter to Henry Laurens of early January 1778, he noted that Conway had 
complained of being frostily received in his new position. “If General Conway means by cool 
receptions mentioned in the last paragraph of his Letter of the 31st Ultimo, that I did not receive 
him in the language of a warm and cordial Friend, I readily confess the charge. I did not, nor 
shall I ever, till I am capable of the arts of dissimulation. These I despise, and my feelings will 
not permit me to make professions of friendship to the man I deem my Enemy, and whose 
system of conduct forbids it.”18 Conway meanwhile insisted that he was the aggrieved party, a 
poor foreigner who was being slandered by jealous rivals. As he wrote to Washington in January, 
“I am a Victim to calumny these two months pass’d and perhaps Longer. I met with a reception 
from your excellency such as I never met with before from any General During the course of 
thirty years in a very respectable army. Your mind has been embitter’d and prejudic’d against 
me.”19 But no olive branch was forthcoming, and political opinion also steadily shifted away 

																																																													
16 PGW, vol. 11 (1777), 106–107. 
 
17 PGW, vol. 12 (1777), 130–131. 
18 PGW, vol. 13 (1777–78), 119–20. 
19 Conway to Washington, Yorktown, January 21, 1778, in PGW, vol. 13 (1777–78), 359–60. 
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from Gates and towards Washington. Among others, the Marquis de Lafayette (who was closely 
allied with Johann de Kalb) seems to have insisted with Washington that Conway was a 
dangerous and ambitious man, and a specialist of “Cunning Bad advice” who needed to exit the 
scene quickly; in one of his letters of December 1777, he had a further dig at him: “I have the 
warmest Love for my country and for every good Frenchmen – theyr succès feels my heart with 
joy – but, Sir, besides Connway is an irish man.”20 Lafayette also mounted a brutal ad hominem 
attack on Conway in his correspondence with Henry Laurens, in language far more intemperate 
than any Conway was accused of having used in his own:  

 
I know that Connway will sacrify honor, truth, and every thing respectable to his own 
ambition and desire of making a fortune – what engages me to despise him more is that 
he is with me as submist, as complaisant, and low than he is insolent with those he do’nt 
fear.21 

 
It is therefore no surprise that others among Washington’s inner circle such as John Laurens (the 
son of Henry) also claimed on the basis of rumours from “a Gentleman of Rank and Reputation” 
that “General Conway was charged with cowardice at the battle of German Town.”22 On the 
other hand, Benjamin Rush, for example, had this to say of the relative roles of Conway and 
Washington in a letter written to John Adams just after the defeat at Germantown: 

 
We lost a city – a Victory – a campaign by that want of discipline and System which 
pervades every part of the army. General Conway wept for joy when he saw the Ardor 
with which our troops pushed the enemy from hill to hill and pronounced our country 
free from that auspicious Sight. But when he saw an Officer low in command give 
counter orders to the commander in chief, and the commander in chief passive under that 
circumstance, his distress and resentment exceeded all bounds. For God’s sake do not 
suffer him to resign. He seems to possess Lee’s knowledge and experience without any of 
his Oddities or vices. He is moreover the idol of the whole Army. Make him a Major 
General if Nothing else will detain him in your Service. He is entitled to most of the glory 
our Arms acquired in the late battle. But his bravery and Skill in war are not his only 
military Qualifications. He is exact in his discipline and understands every part of the 
detail of an Army. Besides this, he is an Enthusiast in our cause. Some people blame him 
for calling some of our Generals fools – cowards – and drunkards in public company. But 
these things are proofs of his integrity and should raise him in the opinion of every friend 
to America.23 

 
But Rush’s was not the most influential or popular voice on the matter. As the first half of 1778 
drew to a close, Conway was therefore obliged to contemplate his return to France, while 
salvaging what he could of his finances and reputation. His attempts to persuade Congress 
through threats and cajoling (he repeatedly offered his resignation) that he was in the right failed 
																																																													
20 PGW, vol. 13 (1777–78), 68–71. For the French version of this letter, which is somewhat less obscure than the 
garbled English, see Lafayette, Mémoires, correspondance et manuscrits, vol 1, 168–73. 
21 Lafayette to Henry Laurens, January 26, 1778, The Papers of Henry Laurens, vol. 12, 352. These and other letters 
are hard to reconcile with the saintly portrayal of Lafayette that persists even in modern works like Kramer, 
“America’s Lafayette and Lafayette’s America.” 
22 John Laurens to Henry Laurens, January 3, 1778, in The Papers of Henry Laurens, vol. 12, 244–45. 
23 Papers of John Adams, vol. 5, 315–316. 
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time and again, as he was abandoned even by those whom he had counted on, such as his fellow 
Catholic, Charles Carroll. The doctrine of Washington’s infallibility was slowly gaining ground. 
At the same time, Washington pressed on relentlessly against him. On 18 May, he wrote to his 
friend Gouverneur Morris: “I am told that C-nw-y (from whom I have received another 
impertinent Letter dated the 23d Ulto demanding the commd of a division of the Continental 
Army) is, through the medium of his friends, solliciting his Commision again. Can this be? and if 
so, will it be granted?.”24 For his part, possibly sensing the end, Conway was to write to Horatio 
Gates from Yorktown in early June, in a tone of mixed sarcasm and melancholy: 

 
Dear General, 
I never had a sufficient idea of cabals until I reached this place. My reception, you may 
imagine, was not a warm one. I must except Mr Samuel Adams, Colonel Richard Henry 
Lee, and a few others, who are attached to you, but who cannot oppose the torrent. Before 
my arrival General Mifflin had joined General Washington’s army, where he commands 
a division. One Mr Carroll from Maryland, upon whose friendship I depended, is one of 
the hottest of the cabal. He told me a few days ago almost literally, that anybody, who 
displeased or did not admire the commander in chief, ought not to be kept in the army. 
Mr Carroll may be a good papist, but I am sure the sentiments he expresses are neither 
Roman nor Catholic. I expect to depart from this court [sic: for country] in a very few 
days. If there is any attempt from the enemy upon your post, I will ask your leave to serve 
in the quality of a Volunteer.25 

 
Eventually a solution to the Conway problem was found. In the course of the summer, one of 
Washington’s allies, John Cadwalader, publicly accused Conway of lying, and the inevitable 
duel resulted on July 4, 1778, in Philadelphia. Conway missed his shot, but Cadwalader did not, 
shooting Conway through the mouth. Convinced he was dying, Conway then wrote the following 
somewhat abject letter to Washington: 

 
Sir, I find my self just able to hold the penn During a few Minutes, and take this 
opportunity of expressing my sincere grief for having Done, Written, or said any thing 
Disagreeable to your excellency. My carreer will soon be over, therefore justice and truth 
prompt me to Declare my Last sentiments. You are in my eyes the great and the good 
Man. May you Long enjoy the Love, Veneration and Esteem of these states whose 
Libertys you have asserted by your Virtues. I am With the greatest respect sir your 
Excellency’s Most obedt humble Servant, Ths Conway.26 

 
However, Conway then went on rather miraculously to recover from his wound, and left for 
France under a cloud in early 1779. His American military career had barely lasted a year, unlike 
that of his brother-in-law Du Bouchet, who was to have two quite extended stints there, and 
prided himself for being the only Frenchman who had fought at both the battles of Saratoga and 
Yorktown.27 

																																																													
24 PGW, vol. 15 (1778), 156–57. 
25 Sparks, Life of Gouverneur Morris,169. 
26 Conway to Washington, July 23, 1778, PGW, vol. 16 (1778), 140. 
27 Chevalier du Bouchet to Franklin, March 17, 1783, The Papers of Benjamin Franklin, vol. 39, 350–52. 
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While popular histories of the American Revolution and hagiographies of George 
Washington continue to insist on the existence of a “Conway Cabal” which had to be foiled by 
their hero, some historians have long doubted the veracity of the narrative.28 There is little doubt 
that Conway had an elevated opinion of his own capacities as a battle-hardened soldier, and a 
correspondingly low one of many of his American peers. This could not have endeared him in 
the eyes of those very peers. But it is equally clear that the xenophobia of the Americans in 
regard to the Europeans who joined their ranks could be quite marked. A consummate politician 
and deft maneuverer like Lafayette could manage to walk this minefield successfully, but what 
stands out from Conway’s correspondence is his absolute lack of tact or sense of political and 
cultural context. On the other hand, he was far from alone in his criticism of Washington’s 
military capacities. Benjamin Rush, for example, was no great admirer of Washington as a 
general, and nor was Horatio Gates. To these may be added such names as Charles Lee, Thomas 
Mifflin, and James Lovell. But Conway, the foreigner, the Catholic, the Irishman with his 
Frenchified syntax and alleged proneness to “persiflage,” in a milieu largely dominated by 
Americans of Protestant English extraction – the sole Catholic signatory of the Declaration of 
Independence being Charles Carroll – was probably a more convenient scapegoat than any 
American critic. Revolutions require heroes, but they also require villains. While obviously not 
on the dimensions of Benedict Arnold, it was convenient that Conway’s role in the narrative of 
the American Revolution was painted in the darkest hues possible. 

A small side note may be adduced here. Conway’s cause was defended by very few, but 
amongst them was his wife whom he had left behind in France. From April 1777, she made it a 
point to assiduously cultivate Benjamin Franklin, and a handful of letters exchanged between the 
two have survived. The correspondence is in a mixture of French and English, and in the first of 
these she writes:  

 
I Commence to read, and write a litle the english but I Know not Speak yet that language; 
wherefore, I bold not, to go See you, nevertheles I pray you of Signify to me the a day, 
and a hour where I Can render my homage to you; I am the wiffe of Thomas Conway 
departed by l’Amphitrite, for to aid his Brother americains, end to Share the glory with 
them. I wait the honour of your answr with impatience. I am Sir With the best great 
veneration your humble Servante.29  
 

Madame Conway and her father-in-law also attempted to cultivate John Adams while he was 
visiting France. However, as Conway’s situation in America deteriorated, clear notes of anxiety 
creep into the correspondence with Franklin. News of the duel, and the fact that he had been 
wounded, seem to have reached Paris by September 1778. The last trace of the correspondence 
comes from March 1779, after Conway’s return. In this Franklin expresses his regret that things 
have not turned out well, and that Conway and his wife have abandoned their earlier project to 
settle in America.30 
 
 
II. 
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But Conway’s career somehow survived the American fiasco. By July 1779, he returned to his 
old stamping grounds on the French northern frontier, as aide-major of the régiment d’Anjou in 
the French army of Flanders and was given the rank of brigadier in March 1780. He also made it 
a point to let it be known to all and sundry that he was a victim of Lafayette’s machinations 
while in America, a fact that came to the latter’s notice and put him somewhat on the defensive. 
Lafayette was to write to Washington as late as March 1784 that it was widely believed in Paris 
that the two of them had plotted an “implacable Revenge Against that Man [Conway] who is 
Considered Here as Having Been Abandonned and Ruined By me in America.”31 He therefore 
proposed that Conway quickly be given membership in the newly-founded Society of the 
Cincinnati in order to placate him. In other words, regardless of how matters were seen outre-
Atlantique, Conway’s reputation and credibility in France remained largely intact, a fact that 
Lafayette had to take into account. From Flanders, Conway had been recruited in early 1781 to 
lead the régiment de Pondichéry (which had been recently raised, in 1772) in an expeditionary 
force to the Cape Colony, in support of the Dutch against the British. Some documents from this 
period survive, but we are also fortunate to have a brief account by a participant in the 
expedition, Paul Barras, later to be a member of the Directorate in the 1790s. As a young man, 
Barras had served in India with the regiment, and he states that they were summoned to Brest in 
March, to set sail in a fleet commanded by Admiral Suffren, which arrived at the Cape in June. 
Unfortunately, Barras was unable to get along with Conway, and matters reached a head at the 
Cape when he confronted Conway saying that he had “grossly insulted” two of his friends. 
Following this quarrel, Barras was summarily repatriated, but he has this to say of his superior:   

 
Our commanding officer, M. de Conway, of Irish descent, had served in the French 
contingent in the United States, and bore scars which testified to his bravery; he was well 
acquainted with the art of war, but was a despot, and of an acrimonious disposition, 
generally attributed to a neurotic malady; he was reputed amiable but was more than 
anything else brimming over with conceit (le plus souvent qu’un prétentieux). Yet he fell 
in with the views of the Court and was clever enough to win the good-will of the people 
at the Cape.32  

 
Conway eventually remained in the Cape for some two years, participating in the construction of 
some significant fortifications such as the so-called “Conway Redoubt.” This enabled him to put 
together a reputation not merely as a military man, but as a somewhat competent administrator. 
At the same time, it is clear that Conway considered the Cape Colony to be a backwoods posting, 
where he was effectively wasting his time and career prospects. In correspondence with the 
Marquis de Bussy in 1782, he insisted to him that “there is no regiment beyond the Cape of 
Good Hope that is in better shape to engage in war; and there is surely none that wishes more 
ardently to do so in India, where this corps can serve with great utility.”33 Bussy assured him of 
his full consideration but asked him to remain at the Cape somewhat longer, since “important 
reasons require it and there is no one who is in a better state than you to fulfil the policies of the 
minister there.” On his return to Europe in 1783, Conway was obliged to cool his heels for some 
time again, and his letters of complaint to the powers-that-be and those of his wife begin to pile 
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up.34 It appears, however, that he returned briefly to the Indian Ocean islands and on his way 
back spent some time in Lisbon in July 1785.35 A curious letter from one of his cousins, Robin 
Conway, reports on him in 1786 as follows: “General Conway is now at Bath for his health. ’Tis 
time. He was in a fair way of making money at the Cape of Good Hope, but General Conway is 
such a man that spends a deal of money and nobody knows how; he owed, I am told, on his 
return to Europe 70 thousand livres. His Brother is much more prudent and much a better 
Country Man.”36 This is an interesting new angle, suggesting that Conway had something of a 
reputation as a bon viveur, and one who lived well beyond his means.37 

The next year, 1787, allowed him finally to realize his Indian ambitions when he was 
named Governor of Pondicherry, departing France in March and arriving there via Île de France 
in September of that year. British diplomats in Paris reported it to their superiors, without the 
least hint of malice: “The Comte de Conway, a Gentleman of Irish extraction and who served 
with reputation in the late war in America, is appointed Governor General of the French 
Settlements in India, and will, it is expected, take his departure in a very short time.”38 But the 
timing was far from propitious. The French Asian enterprise was in a state of disarray by the 
1780s. In October 1778, Pondicherry had fallen to the English after a siege, and it was returned 
to the French only in January 1785. Over the greater part of the next two years, the governor was 
Charpentier de Cossigny, who had earlier led a French military contingent in Mysore. Cossigny 
tended to follow a set of policies designed to placate all parties, despite the many contradictory 
pulls and pushes that existed. A commonly held view was that after the decisive defeat in 1760 
of the Comte de Lally-Tollendal at Vandavasi in south India, the Indian political adventure was 
effectively over and that the French should withdraw to the southwestern Indian Ocean and 
consolidate their positions there. To the extent that they retained a presence on the Coromandel 
coast, in Bengal and Kerala, it should be purely commercial. The creation of a reformed 
Compagnie des Indes et de la Chine in June 1785, under the impulsion of the banker Guillaume 
Sabatier (and the patronage of the minister Calonne), tended to confirm this position. But far 
more adventurous and expansionist views could also be found. Some of these proposed a drive 
towards the setting up of an establishment in teak-rich Burma, perhaps in Syriam at the mouth of 
the Irrawaddy River. Still others were tempted by the possibility of entering into other parts of 
mainland Southeast Asia, an idea that had been proposed earlier in the century by Pierre Poivre, 
and then taken up by several others, such as Jean-Baptiste Chevalier. In the 1780s, a zone of 
growing interest for some was the kingdom of Vietnam, in the area of “Cochin-china,” as 
Europeans liked to refer to it. Direct European interest in the area went back to the sixteenth 
century with the Portuguese, but it had grown apace in the course of the seventeenth century with 
both the English and the Dutch entering the trade, together with Portuguese merchants from 
Macau. The region was divided by this time between a northern area, controlled by the Trinh 
clan largely functioning out of Hanoi, and the Nguyên lords who controlled the southern part; at 
the top of the hierarchy, the titular rulers of the Lê dynasty were paid obeisance but possessed no 
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real power. These two clans coexisted; at times in a state of war, and at other times in a fragile 
peace.  

The Trinh-Nguyên condominium was eventually disturbed in the 1770s, with the 
emergence of a new force, in the form of the so-called Tây Son rebellion. This uprising with 
peasant roots was led by three brothers, and quickly gained ground.39 Beginning in southern 
Vietnam, they first posed a major challenge to the Nguyên, winning important victories over 
them by 1776–77, and killing most leading members of that clan. After consolidating their rule 
in the south and center, they then marched on the Trinh, whom they handily defeated in a series 
of campaigns in the 1780s. Northern Vietnamese entreaties were then sent to the Qing court of 
Emperor Qianlong, who decided to intervene with a sizeable force, but this, too, was held at bay 
by the Tây Son until a peace was negotiated. Under the rule of the most charismatic of the three 
brothers, who eventually assumed imperial titles and styled himself the emperor Quang Trung (d. 
1792), the Tây Son thus represented a major political force in the latter decades of the eighteenth 
century, even if they were eventually unable to consolidate their rule as the century drew to a 
close. This political process was closely observed by a French missionary resident in the region, 
Pierre-Joseph Georges Pigneau de Béhaine.  

Pigneau had first arrived in Vietnam in the late 1760s as part of the Missions Étrangères 
de Paris and established himself in Hòn-Dât in the Mekong Delta region. In 1771, at the age of 
around thirty, he was given the titular bishopric of Adran, and after an absence on the 
Coromandel coast of some years returned to Vietnam in March 1775, with a residence first at 
Prambey Chhom, and then at Hà-Tiên. As the Tây Son movement grew in importance, Pigneau’s 
sympathies emerged clearly for the Nguyên, and in particularly for the last surviving prince in 
the late 1770s, Nguyên Phúc Ánh. The periodic hostility of the Tây Son to Christianity may also 
have had a role to play in this matter, as would be seen in 1782, with the decapitation at Saigon 
of the Spanish Franciscan, Ferdinand Odemilla. In his letters of the late 1770s and early 1780s, 
Pigneau plays up his links to Nguyên Ánh, and the potential importance of his own role in 
determining the future course of the region. We have the following passage from a letter dated 
July 21, 1782, addressed to his parents: 

 
I have once more managed to extricate myself from the most difficult circumstances, 
without any idea of what will follow. The poor king of Cochin-China to whom I have 
been so attached has been defeated by the rebels and obliged to retreat to an island. All 
his generals continue to fight at this time. According to the current rumours, they have 
already managed to have several victories. I have been obliged to retire to Cambodia, 
another kingdom which is in my jurisdiction, to await the outcome of this war. It has been 
just eight days that I am out of danger, and at this time I am writing to you from a ship.40  

 
Pigneau would give the impression that Nguyên Ánh was much drawn to the French, and to an 
alliance with them. The reality was far more complex. The first recourse the Nguyên lord had 
had was in fact to the regional “superpower,” the Kingdom of Siam under Borommaracha (or 
Taksin, r. 1767–82), a monarch of notoriously expansionist tendencies who had pushed the limits 
of his rule against the middle Mekong basin kingdoms, taking control of important political and 
commercial centers such as Vientiane, Battambang and Phnom Penh. After Taksin was displaced 
and killed, Nguyên Ánh continued to maintain relations with his son-in-law and successor Rama 
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I (r. 1782–1809), founding ruler of the Chakri dynasty. At his behest, the Siamese sent in a force 
to combat the Tây Son, but they were defeated in an important naval battle in January 1785 in 
the Tiên Giang province. Earlier, Nguyên Ánh had also made overtures to the East India 
Company government in Calcutta in 1778, resulting in an exploratory mission sent by Governor 
Warren Hastings. The envoy Charles Chapman painted an attractive picture of the economic and 
trading prospects in southern Vietnam, but his report also made it clear that even if Nguyên Ánh 
had pretensions to legitimate power, it was the Tây Son and others who exercised much of the 
real control on the ground.41  

Since the early 1780s, it was Pigneau who had been pressing Nguyên Ánh to move 
forward with the French option, when in fact the latter had been far more interested in exploring 
diplomatic ties with the English, the Spaniards in Manila, and the Dutch in Batavia, besides his 
most reliable contacts, the Macau-based merchants.42 In early December 1784, the bishop seems 
at last to have been able to persuade him, in the course of a meeting on the island of Phú Quôc, 
to send him as his envoy to the French authorities in India and France. Pigneau would be armed 
with several documents, such as letters addressed to Louis XVI and a document purportedly with 
a translation of the deliberations of the “Royal Council of Cochin-China.” Most importantly, he 
was to be given charge of a young prince, Nguyên Phúc Canh, son of Nguyên Ánh, who would 
act as human proof of the authenticity of his otherwise rather far-fetched mission. By late 
December, the bishop and his charge were to be found in Melaka, and by February 1785, they 
were in Pondicherry, where he met the interim governor and made his proposals. Here the 
mission ground immediately to a halt. Over the next year and a half in India, Pigneau knocked at 
every door and attempted by all means possible to advance his project, which was to raise a 
sizeable French naval and military force to aid Nguyên Ánh against the Tây Son. In exchange for 
this, he claimed the French would gain a substantial political and commercial foothold in 
Vietnam, which would eventually help them to restart their Asian enterprise on a new footing. 
Besides, being a churchman and a missionary, he was also apt to insist on the thousands of 
potential converts who awaited the word of God in the region. A new governor, Cossigny, 
entertained him with more sympathy than the earlier one, but the project was too vast and wild 
(and more than a little reminiscent of an earlier project, in the 1680s, to intervene in the politics 
of Siam). The only solution was to address the French court directly, and at length, in late 1786, 
Pigneau and his charge were able to embark from India, arriving at the port of Lorient in 
February 1787. 

Once in France, Pigneau’s relentless lobbying resumed. His young charge, the Prince 
Canh, was displayed in Paris as an exotic object, and introduced to the great and the good, 
including Thomas Jefferson, who even attempted to extract information from him regarding 
strains of Vietnamese rice that would be appropriate for American cultivation.43 The social and 
political network of the Missions étrangères was deployed in all its force. By the time of 
Pigneau’s return to France, Thomas Conway had already been nominated to head the 
Pondicherry establishment and was on the point of departure. The two appear to have met 
briefly, possibly at the residence of the Marquis de Castries, and Pigneau was apparently 
favorably impressed by the Irishman who he believed would aid him in his expansionist 
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ambitions. Through the summer and early autumn of 1787, he continued to bombard Castries and 
other high officials with a series of memoirs and letters, all designed to show the practicability of 
his invasion project, as well as how reasonable and economical it all would be. Such was his 
insistence that he even managed to gain the ear of Louis XVI and was received by the monarch. 
These were the circumstances in which, against the advice of some of the ministers, he managed 
to obtain a treaty, signed between the French monarchy and Nguyên Phúc Ánh at Versailles, on 
November 28, 1787, with Pigneau acting as the Vietnamese representative.44 This treaty 
promised French aid to the Nguyên, albeit in terms that remained rather vague, and in return 
ceded several territories to the French: namely, partial control of the port of Da Nang (or 
Tourane), and total control of the islands of Côn Son (Pulo Condor) and Hôi-An. But the 
question still remained of how the treaty was to be implemented, and for this, Pigneau needed to 
return to India. He set sail therefore, accompanied by Nguyên Canh, in December 1787, arrived 
in the Île de France (Mauritius) on April 8, 1788, and in Pondicherry on May 18. 

At this point, Conway had been in office for about eight months. The situation he had 
found was a difficult one, bordering on a veritable financial disaster. His instructions from the 
court were voluminous but also full of flagrant contradictions. He was to attempt to maintain 
peace, while waiting for a formal alliance with the Dutch to be put in place (which in turn meant 
awaiting the outcome of the conflict between Patriots and Orangists). Relations were to be 
maintained with the old ally, Mysore under Tipu Sultan, but without any excessive form of 
commitment. A certain number of formal establishments were to be maintained by the crown, 
and other commercial outposts left to the Compagnie des Indes that had been formed a bare two 
years earlier.45 The key figure whom Conway had to deal with in this respect was Jean-François 
de Moracin, an old India hand, who had been named Director of the Compagnie but also seems 
to have had a good overall sense of the global state of finances, as well as of commercial 
possibilities. As Jules Conan puts the matter, “Even if he [Conway] appeared at the beginning to 
differentiate between Moracin, whose honesty he recognised, and the metropolitan 
administrators [of the Company] who were the objects of his enmity, it was not long before 
conflicts emerged between him and the director.”46 The central issues were the degree of 
autonomy that the Compagnie was allowed to have in its decision making, as also complaints 
from French private traders that the Compagnie abused its monopoly powers. At the same time, 
Conway was caught in a bind, because whenever funds ran low in the official treasury, he had to 
have recourse to funds from the Compagnie’s coffers. The alternative, as he put it, would be to 
go and beg for funds from the English in Madras. 

In the weeks after Pigneau’s arrival in Pondicherry, there was thus a tug-of-war between 
him and the governor. The Bishop wanted immediate action, and the preparation of a force to 
embark for Vietnam. Conway resisted, at first somewhat politely, and then with increasing 
firmness. On June 12, he held an informal council, and then told the Bishop that for now his plan 
was rejected. Pigneau was aghast and declared that Conway was not the man he had taken him 
for when they had met in France. The most charitable explanation was that Conway was ill and 
exhausted after a short mission to Trincomalee in Sri Lanka, where he had gone to meet the 
Dutch governor Van de Graaf. But he did not rule out more sinister motives. The extended 
correspondence between the Bishop and the governor occupies the next months, and it is 

																																																													
44 Vo Duc Hanh, “Le traité de Versailles du 28 novembre 1787.” 
45 Wanner, “Pondicherry in the French Revolution Era.” 
46  Conan, “La dernière compagnie française,” 168. 



French History and Civilization 

	

32 

somewhat exhausting to read.47 But Pigneau did not comprehend that it was in fact Conway who 
held all the trump cards. The new instructions that he had received from France, dating from late 
1787, made it clear that the Cochinchina project would move forward entirely at his discretion, 
and that he was under no obligation to undertake it if his circumstances did not allow. Conway’s 
reasons for not proceeding were threefold: (1) his finances did not allow it; (2) the islands and 
other territories mentioned in the treaty of 1787 were probably worthless; (3) the real situation of 
Nguyên Ánh, and the extent of his power and legitimacy, were unknown.48 What is of 
significance was that when matters were referred back to Paris, the Comte de Montmorin 
essentially supported Conway’s position. Further, as Brian Kennedy writes, “In August 1788 
Conway sent Kersaint to make a detailed survey of the coast of Cochin China, and especially of 
the two islands mentioned in the treaty. Indeed, the Bishop’s enterprise was finally dropped by 
Conway when Kersaint’s report confirmed his low estimate of the islands’ commercial 
potential.”49 Conway’s increasing exasperation can be gleaned in a letter he wrote to Paris on 
March 15, 1789: 

 
One can pardon the Bishop of Adran for the dreams of an unbalanced mind. Already 
twelve or fifteen years ago he had shown signs here of the instability of his character. But 
it is difficult to justify his insincerity while dealing with a minister of His Majesty, 
because he knows these islands perfectly well, and he has obviously manipulated the 
religion of the minister in representing them as precious possessions which are worth far 
more than the sacrifices that the King intended to make. As a result, this treaty is illusory 
and of no value, and his calculations, as you have seen Monseigneur, are no more exact 
than his assertions. 

 
He further added that the Bishop was a devious manipulator of opinion, and a politician who 
would stoop to anything in order to get what he wanted.  

The wisdom of your instructions, Monseigneur, which have convinced me more and 
more with every passing day, have protected me from the unreasonable steps towards 
which the Bishop of Adran wanted to precipitate me. But it has not protected me from his 
violence, his threats and his cabals. I don’t doubt that he has torn me apart, and had me 
torn apart, in a vast number of letters. I would have liked to be agreeable to the Bishop of 
Adran without transgressing my orders. But I would prefer to incur the consequences of 
his resentment rather than sacrifice the King’s interests to him, by betraying the 
immensely flattering confidence with which I have been honoured.50  

 
Faced with Conway’s steadfast resistance, Pigneau had to find other solutions. He managed to 
raise some resources and manpower through his contacts among the circles of private traders and 
sailed off to Vietnam in June 1789. There he joined Nguyên Ánh, whose fortunes eventually 
revived in the course of the 1790s, until he was able by 1802 to take control of much territory 
and take on the imperial title of Gia Long. Pigneau himself had died somewhat earlier, in 
October 1799, having in his last years adopted the semi-military role in Vietnam that seems long 
to have tempted him. 
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III. 
 
Conway’s own residence in Pondicherry did not exceed that of Pigneau by more than a few 
months, as he came to be named governor of all French establishments east of the Cape, with his 
headquarters at the Île de France. He was to replace Bruny d’Entrecasteaux who had held the 
post for two years. Conway’s tenure at Pondicherry had divided local opinion, as was usual with 
him. The fact that he was an Irishman may have lent him an implicit association with the earlier 
figure of Lally-Tollendal, regarded by many (rightly or wrongly) as responsible for declining 
French fortunes in India. Besides, Conway had been given the difficult charge of radically 
reducing the size of the establishment, and on his departure, he carried away most of the garrison 
to the Île de France, so that the employees of the Compagnie claimed afterwards that he had left 
them little or no security. Historians have often cited the severe judgment of Jean-Baptiste Bury 
de Saint-Fulgence, a former soldier and resident of Pondicherry, regarding Conway: “A man as 
troubled, as violent and as nasty as our general is hardly appropriate to govern the colonies, since 
his only pleasure is to engage in unpleasantness, and he is even clever at inventing them; so that 
we have to hope that a second attack of apoplexy delivers us of him,” adding that there “is not a 
single being in Pondicherry whose reputation he has not ruined.”51 We also find digs at him in 
the letters written by the Marquis de Launay to a Pondicherry resident Simon Lagrenée de 
Mezière, but then again Launay was an ally and correspondent of the Bishop of Adran. The 
cherry on the cake was provided, however, by the well-known English traveller John Barrow, in 
his amusing but malicious account, A Voyage to Cochinchina (1806). Barrow claimed wrongly 
that it was at Pigneau’s insistence that Conway was put in charge of the enterprise, and then 
reports an entirely apocryphal conversation between the Bishop and Louis XVI, where he 
attributes marked anti-Irish sentiments to the king: 

 
‘Mons. d’Adran’, observed this good Monarch, ‘you suffer yourself to be led away in 
favour of Conway: believe me, he would occasion you much uneasiness, and probably 
frustrate the views of the expedition. If I have made him Governor General in India, it is 
with the view solely of preventing his intrigues here, and his attempts to throw matters 
into confusion; for I well know that his brother, himself, and [Arthur] Dillon, cannot 
remain one moment at rest. He may be a good soldier and will do well enough while 
stationary at Pondicherry; but I would not trust him at the head of an army. However, for 
your sake, he shall have the red ribband (cordon rouge), and the rank of Lieutenant 
General’.52  

 
Barrow suggests that Louis XVI’s evaluation of Conway was, if anything, too kind, and then 
goes on to explain the failure of Pigneau’s expedition not in terms of French financial 
difficulties, or other practical and political considerations, but as a simple result of Irish vanity 
and French coquetry and foolishness, all resulting in a sort of petty boudoir intrigue. His account 
thus continues as follows: 
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There happened to be in Pondicherry, at the time of his [Pigneau’s] arrival in 1789, a 
celebrated beauty of the name of Madame de Vienne, the wife of Conway’s Aid-de-
camp, and mistress to the General. As the Bishop had paid his respects to all the women 
of distinction in the settlement, it was hinted to him that he ought to make a visit to this 
lady. This piece of civility he not only refused to perform, but was exceedingly indignant 
on the intimation being made to him, using many gross epithets on the occasion, and 
reprobating, in the severest terms, the scandalous conduct both of the General and his 
mistress; all of which was faithfully communicated to the latter by some of her 
confidential friends. 

 
Barrow may simply have been reporting rumors he had heard, but if he invented this story, he 
did so in a plausible way; the Marquis de Vienne was a quite well-known aristocratic officer, 
who – like Conway – had served with the American armies in the late 1770s. He then proceeds:  

 
Enraged on hearing the impertinent observations, as she considered them, on the part of 
the priest, she was determined to lose no time in practising her revenge. Madame de 
Vienne had obtained an absolute sway over Conway. In a large company she took an 
occasion to ridicule his red ribband, which she represented as a bauble sent out rather for 
his amusement, and to keep him in good humour, than as an honourable testimonial of his 
services. She treated with great contempt the rank to which he had been promoted in what 
she called the Pope’s army, under the command of a Bishop. In short, this enraged beauty 
knew so well how to work on the feelings of Conway, that she completely succeeded in 
all her views, and prevailed on him to create a temporary delay to the progress of the 
expedition. For this purpose, he dispatched a fast-sailing vessel to the Mauritius, with 
directions to suspend the armament until further orders should be received from the Court 
of Versailles; and the revolution, in the meantime breaking out in France, put a final stop 
to all their proceedings.53  
 

This anecdote drawn straight from the comic opera clearly struck a chord. It was first reproduced 
by a large number of English authors over the course of the nineteenth century, and then drawn 
upon by Catholic missionary writers who were keen to build up the legend of the visionary 
Pigneau, who had been let known by the petty intrigues of those around him. Finally, later 
bellicose supporters of the French empire, who tended to see the aborted Cochinchina expedition 
as a lost opportunity, also seized the occasion to pin the blame on Conway and his overweening 
vanity.54  

To the extent that we can discern, Conway’s first months in the Île de France after his 
arrival in November 1789 were relatively tranquil. To be sure, there was the question of 
implementing a number of reforms that had already been proposed by the king and his ministers 
earlier in the spring of that year, which would have moved the Mascarenes in the direction 
already taken in some parts of the French Antilles, including the creation of some modest form 
of colonial assemblies. There was also the thorny issue of issuing a fiduciary currency to tide 
over the financial difficulties of the time, which had provoked some grumbling. But this was 
merely the calm before the storm. On the last day of January 1790, a vessel under the command 
of one Gabriel de Coriolis that had left Bordeaux in late October arrived with explosive political 
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news of what had transpired in France over the summer. The colonists at Port Louis greeted this 
with much enthusiasm, seeing it as a considerable advance over the proposed colonial 
assemblies. After some vigorous arguments and disagreements, it was decided to form a popular 
local assembly which would send deputies of its own to the États Généraux in the metropolis. It 
is apparent that Conway was initially quite bewildered by this turn of events. He remonstrated 
with Coriolis for stirring up trouble but was unable to get his way. After all, as he wrote to one of 
the ministers in February 1790, “there is in no part of the world a set of inhabitants more favored 
and more perfectly free than the colonists of this island; they do not pay taxes, they enjoy their 
property; one pays no tax as master workman (droit de maîtrise); and all in all, they agree that 
we are entirely just with them.”55 The only social cleavage was between white colonists and free 
“blacks” on the one hand, and slaves on the other. Since the opinions of the slaves were not 
being solicited, Conway therefore believed that he was faced with a small and easily subdued 
group of malcontents. 

The following months were to prove him quite wrong. The popular assembly made up of 
some sixty-one deputies met for the first time on April 27. In a suitably solemn atmosphere, there 
was first a Te Deum and then an oath of loyalty. But thereafter, the colonists’ representatives and 
the administrateurs généraux could see eye to eye on scarcely anything. Some prominent local 
figures seized the occasion to put themselves forward as popular spokesmen, such as the 
Vicomte d’Houdetot, who had a reasonable military career behind him in the Prussian army. The 
confrontation between the garde nationale, which represented these assertive Port Louis 
interests, and Conway came to a head in late May, and things did not improve with the arrival of 
additional forces led by Henri de MacNemara, also a Franco-Irishman, who believed that the 
colonists should be dealt with using an iron fist. Conway was encouraged by MacNemara to 
prepare for armed combat, and the soldiers were put on alert and given supplementary munitions 
and supplies. Things might have taken a turn for the worse, but for the arrival on June 18 of the 
vessel Stanislas from France, with the latest decrees (dating from March) of the Constituent 
Assembly. These decrees made it clear that it was the colonial assembly rather than the 
governor-general who held the final authority over the island. By early July, two deputies, 
Charles Colin and Antoine Codère, had been designated to represent the island in France. Placed 
very much on the defensive, Conway decided that his only solution was to resign and himself 
return to the metropolis, handing over his charge to Cossigny, the governor of neighboring Île 
Bourbon on August 26. He then retired on board the frigate Nymphe in the harbor, but only 
departed for France around September 21. Cossigny, for his part, decided to withdraw the 
cannon into the arsenal and placate the populace. It bought him some peace, although it did not 
eventually save the life of Conway’s friend and ally MacNemara, killed on the streets of Port 
Louis in early November.56 

Conway returned to France then in January 1791. After hastily swearing his serment 
civique at Nantes on February 4, he submitted a report in early March explaining the nature of 
the conflicts that had accompanied him in his years in the Indian Ocean.57 Overall, he tended to 
believe that he had acquitted himself creditably, despite the many circumstances and enemies 
ranged against him. He thus wrote: 
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The evacuation of India is another cause for the hatred generated against me. If I was the 
real cause of this evacuation, I would have been proud of it; but it is only to be regretted 
that it was not carried out in 1783. That was already the opinion of M. de Suffren, and 
that opinion was based on the most solid of reasons. We would then have saved several 
millions that were simply wasted. But the ministers allowed themselves to be seduced by 
some so-called political busybodies, who gave out that the Dutch would ally themselves 
with us to carry out conquests in India. I fought against this chimera. From the month of 
November 1787, the year of my departure, I was informed of the evacuation of 
Pondicherry. [But] it was by a letter of May 28, 1788 that I received the [real] order to 
evacuate.58  

 
Conway also claimed that through his firmness, he had avoided the worst outcome at Île de 
France. He wrote: “The rumour was current among the blacks that they were going to be free. It 
would have been impossible to commit a more dangerous imprudence in a land where there were 
more than 40,000 black slaves, and at most five or six thousand whites, not counting the 
troops.”59 There is a delicious irony in his claim. A few years later, in 1794, a former naval 
officer called Chaternet would claim that a group on the island in 1790 had “wished under the 
direction of governor Conway to effect a counter-revolution,” and that these same people had 
kept alive that “treason [which] since that time has been formed in their hearts.” He added: “the 
accomplices of governor Conway are the most inclined to cause a sedition among the black 
slaves, who are devoted to them. It is primarily to the caste of Malgaches that one turns for this 
sort of thing, seeing that the proximity of their land makes them attempt such particular acts.”60 

Conway’s return to the metropolis does not appear to have been a success, nor could it 
have been in the circumstances of spring and summer 1791, leading up to and in the aftermath of 
the celebrated “flight to Varennes” of the king in June. His usual patrons had obviously left the 
scene. Whether he was obliged once more to enter into contact with his American nemesis 
Lafayette, who was still managing at this time to cling to power, is not clear. But in early March 
1792, Conway made a surprise appearance outside the borders of France at Koblenz. Koblenz 
was at this time the center of a sort of satellite court, formed around the two younger brothers of 
Louis XVI, the Comte de Provence and the Comte d’Artois. From this seat in the Rhineland, 
where they were entertained by the Prince of Saxony, they attempted to keep alive monarchist 
sentiment in France, and provide encouragement to various regional forces opposed to the 
Revolution. One such area was the so-called Vivarais, encompassing the Ardèche and some 
other regions in south-central France. Here a series of movements had emerged from 1790 in and 
around Jalès, creating the collective phenomenon later known as the “camps de Jalès.”61 Leaders 
of these rebellious movements included two brothers Claude and Dominique Allier, the former a 
parish priest, who had emerged at the forefront after the death in spring 1791 of Louis de 
Malbosc, the earlier regional organizer of such movements. It was Claude Allier who made the 
journey to Koblenz to appeal directly to the princes for their aid, thus giving a larger dimension 
to what would otherwise have been a limited regional revolt. They responded with surprising 
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alacrity and enthusiasm, promising both financial and military aid. In early March 1792, they 
named as head of the enterprise Thomas Conway, with the Comte de Saillans to act as his 
second-in-command. Saillans had resisted the revolutionary forces for several years, and he also 
knew the region rather well, since he had spent time there. A number of other officers who found 
themselves at Koblenz were also seconded to take part in the plan. The choice of Conway can 
perhaps be explained by his old links with Castries, in exile in Germany at the time. 

The organization as it emerged was rather improbable. Conway and Saillans were 
military men with some experience, although of a very different kind. Others such as Allier were 
enthusiasts, as were most of those whom they were supposed to raise up. Together, they were 
supposed to bring about a proper insurrection that would resist, and perhaps even defeat, the 
revolutionary forces in the region. Within a few days, in early March, Saillans and Allier had 
been sent back into the Vivarais, with instructions to be cautious in their proceedings, while 
Conway remained behind to oversee matters. Saillans’s instructions ran in part: “He should 
moderate the just impatience of the faithful Catholics on account of the horrors that they have 
undergone, by making them understand that a premature attempt would have the most unhappy 
consequences. This is greatly recommended by the princes, who are taking the liveliest interest 
in the good Frenchmen who form the coalition of Jalès.”62 But this was far easier said than done. 
In late February, the town of Mende, in the Lozère, had seen a violent incident (the so-called 
“bagarre de Mende”) in which the revolutionary elements had been attacked, but in turn this saw 
violent reprisals against the royalists in early March.63 Saillans, for his part, was keen to rush 
ahead, convinced that a sizeable popular uprising was just around the corner. Conway, on the 
other hand, wished to move by incremental steps. When he eventually left Koblenz, it was to 
move his seat of operations to Chambéry, still outside French territory. Here he took counsel, all 
the while warning Saillans that he could not take any major decisions without his approval. 
Amongst his advisers were men like Borel, who had led the incident at Mende, and thereafter 
was of the view that no one could take the revolutionary forces lightly; they also included the 
aging Comte de Narbonne-Fritzlar, a veteran of the Seven Years’ War, and others who had 
accompanied him from Koblenz. 

Between April and June 1792, Saillans circulated in the Vivarais and its environs, 
keeping constant touch with Allier and several others. His anger and impatience with Conway 
seem to have grown. On at least one occasion, he returned to Chambéry to present plans for an 
insurrection, but they received a rather tepid reception. He then attempted to go over Conway’s 
head, and appeal directly to the princes, but this strategy was firmly rejected. Saillans’s view of 
Conway increasingly became that he was either not an enthusiastic supporter of the King of 
France (being a foreigner), or that he did not have the courage to quit Chambéry and enter the 
Vivarais. Eventually, he and his allies in the comité de Jalès presented the general with an 
ultimatum: either he would respond and acquiesce to their plans, or they would move ahead of 
their own accord. In the absence of a response from Conway, Saillans with a force of about 1,500 
men then attacked the fort of Banne on July 4 and took it four days later. But their hopes that this 
would bring about a major popular uprising proved to be unrealistic. While their forces failed to 
grow, an opposing army of about 10,000 was quickly brought in against them from the adjoining 
regions. By the night of July 11, Saillans and his men were obliged to flee, but they were then 
hunted down in the region and massacred without pity. Saillans himself was captured while in 
disguise and brought to Vans, where he was decapitated, and had his head placed on a pike and 
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publicly displayed.64 The papers found on his person, as well as others gathered together after a 
brief investigation were then published by the revolutionary government of the Ardèche in an 
opuscule of some one hundred and fifty pages under the title Conspiration de Saillans.        

Amongst the reproaches directed at Conway by Saillans was that he had far more 
affection for the King of England than for that of France. Whether or not this was true, it adds a 
twist to the last brief chapter in Conway’s tortuous career. In 1794, William Pitt the Younger 
accepted the proposal for the formation a Catholic Irish Brigade, made up of six regiments which 
would initially draw on Irishmen who for the most part had served under the French in the 
preceding decades. The experiment would only last a few years and be dissolved in the face of 
fierce Protestant opposition. Among those recruited was Daniel O’Connell, but also O’Connell’s 
cousins, Thomas and James Conway, respectively placed in charge of the 5th and 6th 
Regiments.65 Some of these regiments were to see service in the Caribbean in 1796. But Thomas 
Conway was not one of them. He had died in late February 1795 and been interred in the 
splendor of Bath Abbey in early March. This last transition, though it may seem somewhat 
surprising, was not entirely so. In his years as Governor of Pondicherry, Conway had maintained 
relatively cordial relations with his British counterparts, notably Lord Cornwallis. Conway’s 
limited and reluctant dealings with Tipu Sultan of Mysore, for example, can only have pleased 
his British counterparts, as they gradually closed their stranglehold on that kingdom. At the end, 
his English hosts were possibly only rendering Thomas Conway what they considered to be his 
due.66 An Irishman who had left western Ireland to join the service of a Catholic prince and then 
traversed three continents in search of an elusive career and fortune, could not quite close the 
circle either politically or geographically. 
 
 
IV. 
 
In a well-known essay from 2005, Carlo Ginzburg examined the trajectory of a certain Jean-
Pierre Purry (1675–1736), a Swiss citizen from Neuchâtel, who, after working for the Dutch East 
India Company and travelling to the Cape Colony and Batavia, wrote a project for colonization, 
entitled Mémoire sur le Pais des Cafres, et la Terre de Nuyts, which concerned southern Africa 
and Australia. When his project was rejected by the Dutch Company, Purry eventually wound up 
turning his attention westward, and entered into contact with the British. Granted a patent by 
George II in 1731, in the last years of his life he founded a settlement in South Carolina in order 
to implement his ideas, which were based on an eccentric combination of biblical exegesis and 
practical reason. Concluding his essay, Ginzburg asked what one could learn from such a case 
and responded: “a life chosen at random can make concretely visible the attempt to unify the 
world, as well as some of its implications.”67 He drew inspiration for this from a variety of 
sources including the writings of two Marcels, Proust and Mauss. In turn drawing inspiration 
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from Ginzburg, this essay has examined a life and career upon which I stumbled, while looking 
into another, that of John Parker Boyd. Though Conway was far from being an unknown, his life 
had been typically looked at in terms of fragments: the American episode (the most infamous), 
India and the Indian Ocean, and finally the insurrection in the Midi. These earlier and 
fragmentary histories typically cast him as a villain, and in terms of his opposition to various 
heroic figures, whether George Washington and Lafayette, the Bishop of Adran, or the Marquis 
de Saillans. At the same time, he could also be considered as an element in a more sociological 
and aggregative history, that of a mobile Irish elite in early modern Europe.68  

But there is also another crucial aspect of his trajectory which must be considered, 
namely his formation as a professional soldier from his mid-teens. It seems clear that by the end 
of the Seven Years’ War, Thomas Conway had a superior grasp of warfare in his time, with its 
emphasis on training, discipline and above all logistics, essential in long campaigns of attrition. 
In all the major instances of conflicts thereafter, whether in relation to America, Vietnam or the 
Midi, these were always key strategic considerations that he brought to bear, and it must be 
remarked that he was usually more in the right than in the wrong when compared to men like 
Pigneau and Saillans. It was precisely these qualities that made him admirable to some when he 
landed in America in 1777 and were also partially at the source of his elevated sense of himself. 
But late eighteenth-century warfare was not the monopoly of professionals. It must equally be 
said that, on the other hand, Conway had a very poor conception of politics, beyond the politics 
of patronage. He did not recognize the key differences between the political system of late 
Ancien Régime France and Revolutionary America, namely the more limited tolerance of dissent 
and difference in the latter. Conway may have thought that Washington was an inferior military 
leader, but he did not have the measure of him as a politician with a carefully developed 
personality cult who was entrenched in the plantocracy and its networks. At the same time, it is 
interesting to note that after Conway’s unceremonious departure, many of his key ideas of 
reform were in fact implemented, albeit by Washington’s new protégé, the Prussian Friedrich 
Wilhelm Steuben, also a veteran of the Seven Years’ War. Conway’s lack of political finesse 
also became evident in the Île de France in 1790, where he (unlike Cossigny) proved incapable 
of managing a rapidly shifting configuration. Again, in the Midi in 1792, he could not keep up 
with the theatrical politics that were the stock-in-trade of the Marquis de Saillans, being 
represented therefore as a coward who was unwilling to leave the safety of Chambéry.  

A unifying element in the typecasting of Conway as a villain over large parts of his career 
was undoubtedly his identity as an Irishman and a foreigner, which was played upon in each of 
the four episodes discussed above: America, Vietnam, Île de France, and the Midi. However, in 
the course of his American experience, he – unlike some of his French, German or Polish 
counterparts – could not take refuge behind a partial or inadequate comprehension of English. He 
was thus undoubtedly “foreign” but not sufficiently exotic, and subject to the long-held anti-Irish 
prejudice that had been a staple of English culture in early modern times and was carried over 
into the colonies.69 On the other hand, Conway’s situation while in France and her colonies was 
also the result of a misunderstanding, namely his portrayal not as Irish, but as English, and as a 
potentially disloyal subject. This was further exacerbated during his stay in India and the Indian 
Ocean islands by his social links with the East India Company and its officials, whether in 
Madras or Calcutta. 
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Finally, a question that one must pose, but which is not easy to resolve, concerns Thomas 
Conway’s own understanding of the revolutions in which he came to be involved. As has been 
remarked, his enthusiasm for the American War seems largely a consequence of his desire to 
complete the unfinished business of the Seven Years’ War and weaken the British empire 
overseas, coupled with a drive to personal advancement. It is difficult to know what to make of 
the sentiments regarding liberty and freedom that are sometimes attributed to him in the letters of 
the time. Certainly, he did not carry these over into his time as a colonial governor in 
Pondicherry or the Île de France. His lack of enthusiasm for the expansionary project in Vietnam 
can in turn be attributed to two fundamental causes: his view that it was not feasible, financially 
or strategically; and his lukewarm response to an expedition that seemed more driven by 
Catholic religious sentiment on the part of Pigneau than any clear-headed consideration of the 
pros and cons. To this extent, we may see Conway as a realist rather than a hot-blooded 
imperialist, but he was hardly a principled critic of colonial empire either. Had this been so, it 
would be difficult to understand how he ended his life in the Irish Brigade of the British in 1794–
95. Unlike Purry, then, Conway was hardly the man to produce a lucid and schematic view of the 
world in which he lived; instead what he left behind were fragmentary and episodic ego-
documents with which we must make do.70 A villain to many, certainly a hero to none, a man of 
many shades of grey, he still provides us an interesting insight into an Age of Revolutions whose 
history is still habitually written in black and white.        
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