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The French Revolution

The French Revolution began in 1789. Most Americans at first
supported the French revolutionaries. In their eyes, France was
following the lead of the United States in fighting monarchy.

Soon, though, the French Revolution became controversial in the
United States. One reason was that it became more violent. This
process peaked in mid-1793 with a period called the Reign of Terror.
The French revolutionaries executed about 17,000 people, including the
king and queen. For the Federalists, the Revolution was a bloodthirsty
monster. But Jefferson and his supporters argued that in a fight by
oppressed people to win freedom, some injustices were to be expected.

Secondly, by early 1793, France and Britain were at war. In that
war, said President Washington, the United States would remain
neutral—not favoring either side in a dispute.

The United States wanted to trade with both sides. However, each
European country feared such trade would benefit the other. Both
countries began stopping American ships and seizing their cargoes.
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The British made matters worse by the impressment of sailors on
American ships, which meant seizing the sailors and forcing them to
serve in the British navy. Some of the sailors were British sailors who
had fled the British navy, but many were Americans.

As tensions rose, Hamilton urged the President to stay friendly
with Britain. He argued that American prosperity depended on trade
with Britain. The British purchased 75 percent of American exports
and supplied 90 percent of American imports.

Washington agreed and tried to repair relations with Britain. He
sent John Jay to London to try to solve the most serious problems.

Jay returned with a treaty in 1795. In it, the United States agreed
to pay debts long owed to British merchants. In return, Britain agreed
to pay for the ships it had seized. It also agreed to withdraw its troops
from the Northwest Territory and stop aiding Native Americans
there. However, the British refused to recognize a U.S. right to trade
with France. They also refused to cease impressment of U.S. sailors.

The Jay Treaty angered Republicans. They claimed the United
States had given away too much and gotten too little. Federalists, in
contrast, liked the treaty because it kept peace with Britain. Since
Federalists controlled the Senate, the Jay Treaty won approval by a
narrow margin.





