
Paris August 15
th
 1794 

Sir, 

  

On the 31 Ult
o
 I arrived at Havre, and on the 2

d
 Instant at this place. M

r
 Morris was upon 

my arrival from town, but he came in as soon as advised of it. By him I was presented to the 

Commissary of Foreign affairs, who assured me that as soon as the form of my reception should 

be settled, he would apprize me of it, but that this would unavoidably create a delay of some 

days, as well from the present derangement of their affairs on account of the late commotion of 

Robespiere, as from the necessity of making some general regulation in that respect it being the 

first instance in which a minister had been addressed to the Republic. I assured him I should wait 

with pleasure the convenience of those whom it concerned. Since which I have not seen him, but 

hear that the subject is under consideration of the Committee of public safety, and will probably 

be concluded in a day or two. 

I heard at Havre of the crimes and execution of Robespiere, S
t
 Just, Couthon and others 

of that party, and should have written you on the Subject from that Port, but that I knew I could 

give only the current report, varying perhaps in every Seaport town, and which might reach you 

before my letter. I hastened therefore
1
 to Paris in the hope of acquiring there immediately correct 

information of facts, as well as of the causes which gave birth to them: but even yet I suspect I 

am on the surface only for it will take Some time to become well acquainted with the true state 

of things on a theatre so extensive and important. 

That Robespiere and his associates merited their fate is a position to which every one 

assents. It was proclaimed by the countenances and voices of all when I met and conversed with 

from Havre to Paris. In the latter place where the oppression was heaviest, the people seem to be 

relieved from a burden which had become insupportable. It is generally agreed that from the 

period of Danton’s fall, Robespiere had amassed in his own hands all the powers of the 

government, and controuled every department in all its operations. It was his spirit which ruled 

the Committee of Public of safety the Convention, and the Revolutionary tribunal. The 

Convention was soon found after the abrogation of the Constitution, to be too unwieldy and slow 

in its deliberations to direct the great and complicated mass of executive business: this had given 

birth to two Committees, the one of “salut publique,” the other of “surety generale,” into whose 

hands the whole was deposited. To the former was assigned the management of foreign affairs, 

the direction of the Army &c; to the latter, the interior
2
 administration, and they were 

respectively enjoined to render an account monthly of their transactions to the Convention. It 

was intended that those Committees should be independent of each other; and both under the 

controul of the Convention; but by the distribution of their powers, this design was defeated, for 

such an ascendancy was thereby given to the Committee of public Safety, that the other soon 

became its instrument acting only under its authority. The principal members of the Convention 
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were placed in these Committees, and Robespiere who was by far the most influential one, was 

assigned to the Committee of public Safety. It soon happened in the course of the administration, 

from the very extensive patronage, comparative weight of character, and immense power that 

this Committee gained likewise an entire ascendancy in the Convention, and controuled all its 

measures. Nor was the organization of the Revolutionary tribunal more favorable to the 

independence of that branch, and of course to public and personal liberty. It was equally 

dependent on, and the creature of this Committee. Robespiere therefore had become omnipotent: 

it was his spirit which dictated every movement, and particularly the unceasing operation of the 

Guillotine. Nor did a more bloody and merciless tyrant ever wield the rod of power. His acts of 

cruelty and oppression are perhaps without parallel in the annals of history. It is generally 

conceded
3
 that for some months before his fall, the list of Prisoners was shown him every 

evening by the President of the Revolutionary tribunal, and that he marked those who were to be 

the victims of the succeeding day, and which was invariably executed, many whole families, 

those under the age of 16 excepted, were cut off, upon the imputation of conspiracies &c. but for 

the sole reason that some member had been more friendly to Brissot, Danton, &c. or had 

expressed a Jealousy of his powers. 

This oppression had in fact gained to such an height that a convulsion became 

unavoidable. The circumstances which immediately preceded and brought on the crisis, are 

differently recounted: Some make him the active party, and believe that he arranged with the 

commune and the guards of the City the plan of a general massacre of his enemies in the 

convention: But I am of opinion that these projects, for they were certainly contemplated, 

proceeded from despair, and were adopted at the moment only as the means of defence. The time 

and manner of the explosion which was in the Convention, supports this idea. It had been 

intimated some days before by him or S
t
 Just, and that other conspiracies threatened the safety of 

the Republic, and which ought to be laid open. The communication was given in such manner
4
 as 

to satisfy the audience that he meant Talien, and Some other members of the House: And in the 

moment of the explosion S
t
 Just had commenced a developement of this pretended conspiracy, 

leading to a denunciation of these members. If the power of Robespiere remained; it was well 

known that—death and denunciation went hand in hand. To repel it by a counter one, was the 

only remaining hope; it could in no event produce a worse effect. Talien therefore rose and 

interrupted S
t
 Just, demanding “how long shall we be abused with denunciations of pretended 

conspiracies? Tis time to draw the veil from before perfidy so flagrant.” S
t
 Just was Silenced and 

driven from the tribunal. Robespiere ascended and made many efforts to speak in vain. The 

whole Convention rose and cried out with one voice, “down with the tyrant.” He stood like one 

amazed and stupefied, staring at the Convention with a countenance equally bespeaking 

indignation and terror, deprived of the power of utterance but yet afraid to descend. As soon as 

the Convention saw its strength he was arrested and sent a prisoner to the Committee of public 
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safety; but by this time his immediate coadjutors had taken the alarm, and were endeavouring to 

excite commotions in the City in his behalf. Henriot the commander
5
 of the guard with a few 

followers pursued and rescued him from the Committee: He then took his station with the 

Commune heretofore the Theatre of his power, and began to harangue the people, and with some 

effect, whilst Henriot in the character of General was busied in assembling the guards in the 

plane before the hall of the Convention, with intention to fire on it. There was at this moment an 

awful pause in the affairs of the Republic; every thing was suspended, and the public mind 

greatly alarmed and agitated. The Situation of the Convention was truly interesting. They knew 

that all the appointments were conferred by Robespiere, that he had been long deemed a Patriot, 

and still possessed by means of affection or terror, a wonderful influence over the citizens at 

large, and more immediately in their presence they saw Henriot at the head of a respectable 

force, menacing an attack. But that body was not unmindful of its dignity or its duty upon that 

great occasion: on the contrary it displayed a degree of fortitude and magnanimity worthy of 

those who aspire to the exalted characters of defenders of their Country; It calmly entered upon 

the Subject of defence, declared Robespiere, S
t
 Just, Couthon, Henriot and the Commune without 

the protection of the law, appointed a Commandant of the
6
 guards, and sent deputies to the 

sections to admonish them of their danger, and warn them to stand at their posts in defence of 

their Country. A moments’ reflection settled the public mind. The people beheld on the one Side 

the Convention labouring to save the Republic, and on the other Robespiere and his associates in 

open rebellion. Hesitation was at an end: the citizens rallied immediately to the standard of their 

sections, and Robespiere and his associates were taken at the same time to prison, and on the 

next day to execution, amidst the rejoicings and acclamations of the people. 

Many believe that Robespiere aimed at despotic power, and sought to establish himself 

upon the throne of the Capels; in the character of Protector, or some such character, and in 

pursuit of this idea, say that he counted upon the support of the Armies, and particularly the army 

of the north; and had otherwise arranged things in such order as to favour the project. What his 

views of ambition and carnage were, I know not: that they had been great was certain, but that he 

had concerted any plan of permanent establishment for himself, or been promised such support 

even where his influence was greatest, cannot be true, nor is it warranted by circumstances.
7
 

If he was not promised the support, 'tis not probable he had such a scheme, and that it 

was not promised must be obvious to those who take into view all the circumstances which merit 

consideration. It will be observed by those who wish to form a just estimate of the future course 

and fortune of this Revolution, that from its commencement to the present time, no person ever 

raised himself to power, but by the proof he had furnished of his Attachment to the cause, by his 

efforts to promote it: and that from the moment doubts were entertained of the solidity and purity 

of his principles, did his influence begin to decline in equal degree. This was seen in the 
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instances of La Fayette, Dumourier, Brissot, Danlon, and finally of Robespiere himself; two of 

whom, tho’ popular generals, were abandoned by the armies they commanded, the former 

compelled to seek refuge in a foreign Country, and the latter in the Camp of the enemy; and the 

others tho’ eminent in the civil department were upon like charges condemned by the public 

voice to the same fate. In fact the current of principle and Sentiment, has been such that no 

character or circumstance has been able to obstruct its course: on the contrary it has swept every 

thing before it. Can it be presumed then, and especially at this moment, when the ardor of the 

nation,
8
 inflamed by conquest is at the height that any respectable number of citizens of any 

description, would turn aside from the great object of the revolution to countenance in any 

individual schemes of usurpation & tyranny did not the event in Paris disprove it, where he had 

most influence, there was no opposing force but what depended on public opinion, and every 

thing tended to favor his views. 

From due consideration of all circumstances I am led to ascribe the sanguinary course of 

Robespiere’s proceedings to a different cause. I consider the contest between him and Danlon as 

a contest for power between rivals, having the same political objects in view. The one was 

Jealous of the other, and having gained the ascendancy, and the defective organization of the 

Government permitting it by means of his influence in the judiciary, he cut him off. But the 

arrestation and condemnation were regular according to the forms prescribed by the civil 

authority, and were on that account submitted to. The public however saw into the oppression, 

and disapproved it: for at the moment of his execution there was a general gloom upon the 

countenances of the Citizens. They all attended at the place in hope of hearing the explanation; 

they heard none and
9
 retired dissatisfied. Robespiere saw this and in it the foreboding of his own 

ruin. From that moment he saw nothing but conspiracies assassinations and the like. He was 

surrounded by informers and had spies and emissaries in every quarter. By means of severity he 

sought his safety, and therefore struck at all his enemies in hope of extirpating them. But it 

happened in this as it always happens in like cases, every new execution increased them ten fold. 

It progessed thus, until it could be no longer borne, and terminated as I have already stated.  

It may be asked, is there any reason to hope that the vicious operation of the Guillotine 

may be hereafter suspended? May not factions rise again contend with and destroy each other as 

heretofore? To this I can only answer that the like is not apprehended here, at least to the same 

extent: That the Country from Havre to Paris, and Paris itself, appear to enjoy perfect tranquility, 

that the same order is said to prevail in the armies, who have addressed the Convention, 

applauding its conduct and rejoicing at the downfall, of the late conspirators. Some 

circumstances 'tis true, have been seen indicating a suspicion, that all Robespieres associates had 

not Suffered the fate they merited, and ought not to escape; but latterly
10
 this has abated, tho’ tis 

possible it may revive again. In general it may be remarked that until peace and a well organized 
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Government shall be established, no Sure calculation can be formed of what may happen in this 

respect. I am happy however to observe that the subject of a reform in the Committees & 

Revolutionary Tribunal, (and which was taken up immediately after the late commotion 

subsided) is now under discussion, and that the propositions which are depending are calculated 

to preserve as far as possible the controul of the Convention over the former, and promote the 

independence and otherwise improve the organization of the latter. 

But are not the people oppressed with Taxes, worn out by continual drafts to reinforce the 

armies, do they discover no symptoms of increasing discontent with the reigning government and 

of a desire to relapse again under the former tyranny? What will become of the army at the end 

of the War, will it retire in peace and enjoy in tranquility that liberty it has so nobly contended 

for, or will it not rather turn its arms against the bosom of its Country? These are great and 

important questions and to which my short residence here will not permit me to give satisfactory 

answers. Hereafter I shall be able to give you better information
11
 in these respects. At present I 

can only observe that I have neither seen nor heard of any symptom of discontent showing itself 

among the people at large. The oppression of Robespiere had indeed created an uneasiness but 

which disappeared with the cause. I never Saw in the countenances of men more apparent 

content, with the lot they enjoy, than has been shown every where since my arrival. In the course 

of the last year the Convention recommended it to the people as the surest means of support for 

their armies to increase the sphere of cultivation, and from what I can learn there never was more 

land under cultivation, nor was the country every blessed with a more productive harvest. Many 

fathers of families, and a great proportion of the young men are sent to the frontier, and it was 

feared it would be difficult to reap and secure it: but the women the boys and the girls, even to 

tender age, have supplied their places. I saw this with amazement upon my route from Havre to 

this place, and am told 'tis generally the case. The victories of their armies are celebrated with 

Joy and festivity in every quarter, and scarce a day has latterly passed without witnessing a 

deputation to the Convention, and often from the poorest citizens, to throw into its coffers some 

voluntary contribution for the Support of the War. These are not Symptoms of disgust, of 

discontent with
12
 the reigning Government, and of a desire to change it!  

With respect to the present disposition of the Army or what it may be at the end of the 

War, I can say less, as I have not seen it. At present the best understanding subsists between it 

and the Convention. It is possible in the course of service, if the war should last long many of its 

members may acquire habits unfriendly to retirement. But in an army composed of the 

Yeomanry of the Country, as this is, that sentiment will be less apt to gain ground than in any 

other. Besides is it not presumable that the spirit which has raised and influenced this, will 

continue to produce some effect, even in its final disposition. If however there should still remain 

a considerable force on foot, which could not be prevailed on to retire; fond of conquest, of 

rapine, and of plunder, can it be supposed that its parent Country will furnish the only and most 
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grateful theatre to act on? Will no other portion of Europe present before it a more productive 

field whereon to gratify ambition avarice or revenge? There must always remain in the breast of 

the soldiers some sentiment in favour of their relatives and the fortunes of the wealthy will be 

pretty well broken and dissipated here by the course of the revolution. The example of the 

Roman Empire is always before those
13
 whom apprehensions are greatest upon this ground. They 

see there nothing but kindred Armies fighting against each other, and teasing the Commonwealth 

in pieces but they make no allowance for the great difference in the state of things. The armies of 

the Empire were raised in the conquered provinces and composed of foreigners: they therefore 

had no attachment to Rome. The State of the Country and the spirit of the age are likewise 

different. The dissentions of Rome were the convulsions of a corrupt and worn out monarchy, 

verging rapidly to decline. But here the case is different, the armies are otherwise composed, and 

the spirit of the age that of a rational and Philosophic reform, seeking to establish the public 

liberty, and sweeping before it, old and corrupt institutions, which were no longer tolerable. I 

have thus gone into this interesting subject, from a desire to give the best view in my power of 

the late commotions, and present state of the internal affairs of this Country, because I well know 

its importance to my own. It will be my object to improve my knowlege of it, and keep you 

correctly informed in every particular, and as regularly as opportunities offer. 

With respect to the State of the War, I can only say in general that the armies of France 

have prevailed over their enemies every where. The
14
 commencement of the Campaign was 

favorable to them but the action which took place in July near Charleroy, on the plains of Fleury, 

between Cobourg at the head of about 100.000 men, and Jourdan with an inferior force, and 

which terminated after the severest conflict and great Slaughter on both Sides in favour of this 

French Arms, has evidently given them the superiority ever since. This was certainly one of the 

most important and bloody actions which has been fought in the course of the present war. 

Cobourg unwilling to retire before the Republican troops, had gathered together all his forces, 

with design to hazard a general action and in the hope of regaining Charleroy. He attacked them 

at every point about 5 in the morning; formed in the field, and ready to receive him. Three times 

he drove them back within their intrenchments, reluctant to yield the day: but they sallied out a 

fourth time, with still greater, impetuosity, and shouting thro’ all their ranks, “we will retreat no 

more,” and singing the Marseilles hymn, and other Patriotic songs they advanced with an ardor 

which was irresistible. The attack succeeded. Cobourg with his routed army fled before them 

leaving on the field according to the french accounts about 10,000 slain. The french it is 

supposed lost about 15,000 men. They have taken in the course of the present campaign,
15
 

Ostend, Mons. Tournay, Namur, Tilmont, Landrecy, Antwerp, Ghent, Charleroy, Brussels, 

Quenoy, Louvain, Liege, Newport, Ratsnes (at the mouth of the Scheldt) with some other places 

lying in that quarter. Cobourg at present occupies the ground in the neighbourhood of Maestricht, 
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and endeavours to cover the frontiers of Holland. Tis however daily expected another action will 

take place which may settle the fate of the lower Countries. Conde and Valenciennes you 

observe are left far in the rear: they are yet possessed by the combined forces, but are invested 

and tis thought must soon fall.  

Their success in spain has likewise been great. They are at present in possession of the 

whole of the Province of Guypuscoa, Bilboa excepted. Many prisoners, and immense parks of 

Artillery, have been taken from the Spaniards. The detail I cannot give you with any kind of 

accuracy, but will endeavour to comprize it in my next. 

There has been but one sea action, and which was between the French and English fleets 

in the course of the present summer, & which began on the 17 June. The french had 26 Ships, 

and the English 28, the English having the Wind, bore down on the French and seperated Seven 

ships from their main force, of these they took Six and sunk the other.
16
Tis said there never was a 

more bloody or bitter fought action on both sides. It lasted three days. On the fourth the British 

filed off with the ships they had taken, and sailed into port. The french having offered to renew 

the combat likewise returned afterwards to Brest, whither they conducted the Merchant men 

convoyed from America, and which was the object of the contest, safe. 

I shall write you again in a few days, & I hope inform you of my reception. For the 

present therefore I shall conclude with the assurance of the great respect, and esteem with which 

I am 

 Dear Sir  

Your most obedient, and  

very humble Servant 

Ja
s
 Monroe. 
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