52 Analysis

army at Castlebar — something which appears to have surprised Humbert as
much as anyone, and which was probably due to the Irish militia’s and
Yeomanry’s inexperience of regular warfare and exposure to cannon-fire.
But Humbert’s success could not last as much larger armies under
Cornwallis and Lake closed around him. After a token fight at Ballinamuck
on 7 September, he surrendered his tiny force; but no surrender was offered,
and no quarter was given, to the Irish rebels who fought with him.

Ten days after Humbert’s surrender an even smaller force, which had
embarked at Dunkirk, landed in Donegal. The majority of this group was
Irish, commanded by James Napper Tandy, a Dublin merchant and a leader
of the Volunteers during the American war. Tandy considered the situation
that he found to be hopeless, and set sail back to France on 18 September.
Two days before this the largest of the three expeditions set sail from Brest.
A month later it was intercepted and most of the ships were captured by
Admiral Sir John Warren off Lough Swilly. Among the French officers taken
was Adjutant-General Smith, otherwise Wolfe Tone. Sentenced to death by
a Dublin court, Tone chose to avoid the hangman by cutting his own
throat.

The rebellion and its aftermath urged Pitt to establish the union, which
he did successfully, though not without the need for sizeable patronage
disbursed among Irish MPs [112]. It urged him also to attempt the further
measures of Catholic emancipation, which eventually forced his
resignation. The union failed to solve the problems of Anglo-Irish relations,
while the heroes of 1798, soon to be followed by Despard and Emmet,
provided martyrs to be romanticised and mythologised by subsequent
generations of republican nationalists.
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CAUSES AND COURSE

Britain was not among the coalition of kings with whom the French
revolutionaries initially went to war in April 1792, yet Britain was to
become the paymaster of successive coalitions and the most intractable
enemy of revolutionary and, subsequently, of Napoleonic France. Britain
became involved in the war partly as a result of traditional political
concerns about the balance of power in Europe, but there were also
concerns about the new principles being proclaimed by the French.
Ideology and strategic considerations became inextricably linked on both
sides and while there may be some justification for the historian seeking to
assess the significance which can be given to traditional political concerns
as opposed to new ideological ones, governments rarely have the time or
the inclination to rationalise and compartmentalise such decisions about an
impending or a continuing conflict. Moreover, throughout the conflict with
revolutionary France, different ministers, while they were united behind Pitt
in fighting the war, had different views of the reasons for fighting and
different hopes for the outcome [131 pp. 43-8; Doc. 28].

During the summer of 1792, under the pressure of the Furopean war,
the Revolution took further radical lurches. In Britain, while still neutral,
Pitt’s government became increasingly concerned about the political
principles of the French. French victories in the autumn aggravated these
concerns, especially when, in November, the National Convention decreed
the opening of the River Scheldt. This threatened the integrity of the Dutch
Republic since, while the river largely flowed through Belgian territory now
occupied by the French, its mouth opened to the sea on Dutch territory.
Britain had long been sensitive about Dutch independence, and as recently
as 1788 she had signed a treaty guaranteeing the Republic’s internal and
external security. Negotiations with the French at this point were impeded
by a lack of diplomatic machinery since the British ambassador in Paris had
been withdrawn following the storming of the royal palace of the Tuileries
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in August, and Lord Grenville, the foreign secretary, had refused to accept
the credentials of the new French ambassador. The situation was
aggravated further when, three days after the Scheldt decree, the
Convention promised ‘fraternity and assistance to all people who wish to
recover their liberty’. Bombast almost certainly outweighed intent in this
promise, nevertheless Pitt’s government was already anxious about links
between the popular societies and the French and there were rumours of
French secret agents active in Britain and of plans for insurrection [48; 65;
Doc. 13]. '

Throughout December 1792 and January 1793 there was a growing
expectation of war. Pitt’s government mobilised the county militias and
prohibited the export of grain to France; it was convinced that the Royal
Navy was well-prepared and superior to any fleet that the French could put
to sea. Loyalist publicists and members of the Reeves associations looked
forward to war as the surest way of defending Britain against those whom
they perceived to be atheists and levellers. The execution of Louis XVI in
January increased the sense of outrage over French behaviour. Traditionally,
30 January was the day for a sermon of remembrance to be preached in
Westminster Abbey recalling the execution of Charles I. Attendance at the
sermon had been thin for years but, in 1793, with the sermon coming just
eight days after the execution of Louis XVI, Pitt, Dundas, most of the
cabinet, more than 100 MPs and scores of peers attended.

Given the sorry internal state of France, both Pitt’s government and the
loyalists expected a short war — though the retreat of Frederick the Great’s
veterans after the battle of Valmy in September, and the over-running of the
Austrian Netherlands after the defeat of the Habsburg army at Jemappes in
November, should have given them reason to pause. But while British poli-
ticians and loyalists were convinced of their own strength and superiority,
and of the weakness of their potential enemy, the French interpretation was
quite the contrary — their Revolution appeared all-conquering, while Britain
appeared feeble. Members of the French National Convention, flattered
and misled both by the reports of their ambassador and by the praise of
deputations and declarations from the popular radical societies, believed
that Britain was on the brink of popular insurrection. Privately, some in the
ruling Girondin faction may have preferred some sort of agreement with
Pitt, but their public stance, and their inability given their political situation
to reconsider the November decrees and to guarantee the security of the
Netherlands, effectively militated against any concessions. The French
declaration of war on 1 February 1793 seemed to many on both sides to be
the inevitable outcome of the increasing tension and hostility, and it
probably pre-empted a similar declaration from the British.

It is, of course, one thing to decide to go to war, but rather another to
proceed to fight it; and the problem is compounded if the aims of the
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conflict are confused. It had been British policy during earlier eighteenth-
century wars to seek to acquire colonies at the enemy’s expense, to keep its
own military participation on continental Europe to a minimum, and to
hire foreign, usually German, mercenaries. The tradition of a large,
powerful navy and a small army favoured such a policy; though it would
also be true to say that the policy itself contributed to the shaping of the
armed forces. Within Pitt’s cabinet, Henry Dundas particularly always saw
the war as an opportunity for seizing French overseas possessions.
However, if the main aim of the war was to be the extinction of Jacobin
principles in Europe, then seizing colonies was irrelevant; the focus of the
conflict had to be in Europe, fighting side by side with both other powers
and the internal enemies of the Revolution in France. Lord Grenville
showed increasing preference for this option and for the restoration of the
Bourbon monarchy; Portland and Windham also favoured this option when
they entered the cabinet in 1794. Failure to agree on the precise aims of the
war meant that, from the outset, there were attempts to pursue all of the
options available. Dundas organised expeditions to the Indies. A small
army under the command of the Duke of York, George IlI’s son, was
dispatched to the Low Countries to assist Dutch and German allies. There
were plans to assist counter-revolution in France with troops and with money.
German mercenaries were hired and negotiations were begun to subsidise
those major German powers who were maintaining armies in the field.

The acquisition of French colonial possessions was relatively successful.
The West Indian island of Martinique fell to British forces early in 1794.
The island contained a major naval base and, while fighting continued, its
loss made it impossible for the French to dispatch and to maintain large
fleets that could seriously contest control of the Caribbean with the British
for the rest of the decade. British naval superiority elsewhere meant that
when the Dutch entered the war on the side of the French in 1795, their
overseas possessions also became vulnerable. Both the Cape of Good Hope
and Ceylon were seized from the Dutch within a year. But in Europe British
arms, and those of Britain’s allies, were far less successful.

The attempts to put small forces ashore.in France so as to assist
counter-revolution were disastrous. A small Anglo-Spanish force landed in
Toulon in August 1793, and was forced to withdraw in December. In July
1795 British ships landed a French émigré army at Quiberon to assist the
insurrection in the west of France. Within a matter of days the expedition
was totally crushed. The war in the Low Countries began with some success
but by the end of 1793 the French had begun gaining ground. By the end of
the following year they had again occupied Belgium and early in 1795 they
occupied Holland. The Duke of York’s army was forced to retreat in
appalling weather; its remnant struggled into North Germany and was
picked up by British ships in Bremen in April. An important contribution to






