The XYZ Affair and its Aftermath
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Relations between the United States and France had gone steadily downhill from the time of the Genet mission. Tensions were further exacerbated by the Jay Treaty, signed between the United States and Great Britain. The French government, bitterly angered by the Jay Treaty, revoked the Franco-American commercial treaty of 1778 and issued the decree of 1796. They also began to seize American ships. In the eyes of the French government, the United States had not kept its agreement with France, and they refused to receive the American minister, Charles C. Pinckney.  John Adams, wishing to avoid open war, sent a delegation to France. The delegation included John Marshall, Elbridge Gerry and Charles C. Pinckney. These events would lay down the groundwork for the XYZ Affair in 1797. 
Three anonymous Frenchmen approached the delegation and demanded a gift of 250,000 dollars to Talleyrand, the French foreign minister, and a loan of ten million dollars to France before the French government would ever see them. Finally, they were told that they were in danger of arrest. The Americans were unwilling and unable to produce the money and broke off the negotiations.  When the dispatches, calling the Frenchmen X, Y, and Z reached the United States, Adams sent an account to Congress. In his account, Adams declared that he would not send another minister unless properly and respectably received by the French government. 

Adams did not want to release complete information on the meetings, fearing that it would result in a war cry against France. Finally, Adams, who was being attacked mercilessly by Republican critics, compiled and released the complete transcripts. Soon, war fervor was sweeping the nation. Adams did not wish to go war with France, but American ships were being attacked almost as soon as they left New York Harbor. Adams decided to build a navy and give it the task of protecting American ships and attacking French privateers. The Navy was officially established in 1798. Four large frigates, which had been originally authorized by Congress in 1794, were rushed to completion. They were the "Constellation," the "United States," the "Chesapeake" and the "President." In addition, cities throughout the eastern seaboard built ships for the government, at their own expense. By 1800, the US Navy was fielding a fleet of 49 warships of various sizes. Furthermore, over 100 merchant vessels were armed and authorized not only to defend themselves but to take aggressive actions when possible.


The US Navy was given the task of protecting US ships and attacking French privateers and naval vessels. In the two years of warfare between France and the US, American ships sank or captured nearly 90 French vessels on the high seas. By 1800, the French realized the error of their ways, and agreed to accept an American delegation without precondition. An agreement was swiftly reached, and the hostilities came to an end. For those not at sea, the fighting between France and the US may have seemed like a "quasi-war;" but for those serving in the US Navy or on merchant ships, it was a war in every way that mattered.
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