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America’s First Ally 
 

From the early days of the revolution, American leaders realized they needed a 

powerful European nation to help them to defeat the mighty British Empire. 
 

 
 

Cast: 

 

Narrator(s) 

 

Charles Gravier, Comte de Vergennes, 

French foreign minister 

 

Jean-Louis de Lille, 
French businessman 

 

Louis XVI, King of France 

 

Jacques, shopkeeper 

 

Robert, shopkeeper 

 

Elise, Robert’s wife 

 

Ben Franklin 

 

William Temple Franklin, Ben’s 16-

year-old grandson 

 

James Bacon, a law clerk from Boston 

 

Gen. George Washington 

 

Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette 

 

messenger 
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In April of 1774, fighting broke out between American rebels and British colonists. 

In July of 1776, the Americans declared their independence from Britain. American 

revolutionaries quickly realized they needed a powerful ally in their struggle against the 

British Empire’s army and navy. An obvious possibility was France. Only twelve years 

before, Britain had defeated France in the Seven Years War. As a result, France had been 

forced to relinquish Canada and its North American possessions to Britain. It would be in 

France’s interest for Britian to lose its twelve North American colonies.  

Gilbert du Motier, the Marquis de Lafayette, an adventurous 19-year-old French 

aristocrat, wanted to experience the excitement. The Marquis de Lafayette volunteered his 

services and became a member of General George Washington’s inner circle. 

However, the young marquis was not the only Frenchman who supported the 

revolutionaries.  

 

      SCENE ONE 

 

Narrator: In the autumn of 1775, Jean-Louis de Lille, a prominent French businessperson, 

and Charles Gravier, the Comte de Vergennes, were meeting secretly and quietly in 

London. 

 

Vergennes: The news from America is clear. The fighting that started in the spring has 

continued and expanded. 

 

Lille: I have been waiting for this. If we act now, we may be able to avenge Montcalm and 

all the brave souls we lost to the British in the last war – not to mention the lost territory 

and the business it had brought us. I know the Americans would welcome our help if we 

could arrange it. 

 

Vergennes: Some of them have contacted me and assured me the Americans would be 

most grateful for France’s help. Nothing would make me happier than to see a rabble of 

militia from backwater colonies humiliate the British. This would be especially sweet if it 

were accomplished with a little behind-the-scenes support from la belle France. 

  

Lille: But how will we get the king to back the rebels? How can they win? What if we 

back them, and they make peace with the British. Then France is out in the cold and 

appears to be the fool. 

  

Vergennes: I think I can win him over, or at least I know of others who can. There are 

many people in France who share our opinion on this subject. We just need to focus their 

energy where it will do the most good. As long as the Americans don’t collapse right away, 

we can do this. I assure you that it will be in the best interest of France to support the 

Americans in their insurrection.  
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SCENE TWO 

 

Narrator: In the summer of 1776, Vergennes is meeting with King Louis XVI to promote 

his plan to aid the American rebels. 

 

Vergennes: Your Majesty, if the colonies don’t get help soon, they will not be able to 

continue their battle with Britain. The British will eventually wear them down and wipe 

them out. If that happens, our remaining colonies in the west are jeopardized. With the 

Whig faction in America neutralized, the British would have a free hand to move against 

our Caribbean island holdings. However, if the British are forced out of their colonies, we 

might be able to regain some of the land we lost in Canada and the Ohio Valley. 

 

King Louis: I see what you say, but we must be careful. We can’t afford another war with 

Britain. It’s out of the question! It would ruin us.  

 

Vergennes: We can do it without going to war and without anyone tracing any of the aid 

back to your Highness or to the government. M. de Lille has created a shipping company to 

disguise our aid to the Americans. His merchant ships will carry trade goods for all to see, 

but also arms and supplies for the American rebels that won’t be visible. If you will help to 

fund this venture, I’m sure our Spanish allies will convince the Spanish king to match your 

contribution. 

 

King Louis: Very well, my friend, we will provide the funds; but the fewer people who 

know the details of this the better. Don’t let even M. de Lille know any more than he 

absolutely needs to know or knows already. Word must not reach the British of our 

involvement. If discovered, I want this to look as if private merchants are profiteering 

during wartime.  

 

SCENE THREE 

 

Narrator: It is now the fall of 1776 in the streets of Paris. The Continental Congress has 

sent Ben Franklin to persuade the French government to give aid and open support to the 

American Revolution. Franklin, who is 70 years old in 1776 and a famous person scientist, 

attracts attention on the Paris streets. 

 

Jacques: There’s Ben Franklin, getting out of his coach across the street. 

 

Elise: I think it’s just so charming how he dresses – plain, practical clothing. It’s so simple, 

and yet it stands out so much in this city because most prominent people are so overdressed 

and ostentatious. He doesn’t even wear a wig! He dresses as if he were just one of us petit 

bourgeoisie. 
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Robert: I think that must be part of his message. He portrays Americans as unpretentious 

and straightforward people who simply want liberty. I wonder if what Dr. Franklin says 

will impress the king. 

 

Jacques: It seems the King’s foreign minister, Monsieur Vergennes, supports Franklin’s 

mission. 

 

Elise: I’m not surprised. He would impress anyone.  

 

 SCENE FOUR 

 

Narrator: Though Franklin enjoyed his fame in Paris, the king and government ministers 

did not rush to pledge their support to Franklin’s cause. After a meeting with Vergennes 

that seemed to show no progress, Franklin had a conversation with his grandson, Temple, 

who had accompanied Franklin to Paris as his clerk. 

 

Franklin: I can’t seem to get beyond the first step with Vergennes. He treats me well, 

almost too well, showing me all sorts of deference. Nevertheless, he still won’t openly aid 

our cause. He seems to fear of offending the British. 

 

Temple: What kind of help have you requested? 

 

Franklin: The British are getting troops from another country, the Hessians, to help them. 

They shouldn’t complain if the French do the same for us. I requested eight warships. That 

doesn’t seem excessive. Monsieur Vergennes has not agreed to that. 

 

Temple: Isn’t de Lille, the merchant, sending guns and ammunition to America for us right 

now? 

 

Franklin: Yes, but Vergennes still insists he has nothing to do with that and knows less 

than we do about it. Yet, he wants me to speak only with him about our needs and not to 

other officials in the French court. We need him to go public with his support, but it will 

take more careful negotiating and persuading on our part. Word of a victory or two for the 

Continental Army back home would certainly help; but, of course, we have no control over 

that. A military victory could help my case with the French.  

 

SCENE FIVE 

 

Narrator: For the next year, news of an important American military victory does not 

come to Paris. The British win most battle; nevertheless, the Continental Army is still 

intact and in the field. However, they are an army on the run. They are a capable of 

surprise attacks as evidence by Trenton and Princeton. These small victories have an  
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important psychological value, but they do not swing the war in America’s favor. In 

December of 1777, news arrives that the British troops were occupying Philadelphia, the 

capital of the newly declared United States. The French still are withholding their full 

support. Surprising news arrives about a battle in Saratoga, New York, that had been 

fought in September. 

 

(Franklin opens his door to greet James Bacon, a law clerk just arrived from America.) 

 

Bacon: Dr. Franklin, a pleasure to see you again, sir. 

 

Franklin: Welcome, James. It’s good to see you as well! What is your news from home? I 

just heard the British have occupied my own city of Philadelphia, and the congress has fled 

into the countryside. I hope your news is better. 

 

Bacon: Yes, sir, I must report that it is. There has finally been a great victory for our side. 

The British launched an operation that designed to sever New England from the rest of the 

country, but it failed. General Howe was to move his troops up the Hudson Valley to meet 

two other British forces coming from the north and northwest; but for some reason, he 

decided to attack Philadelphia first. You heard about that. 

 

Franklin: Yes, unfortunately, I have. I just hope my house is still standing, and the British 

cavalry hasn’t started stabling its horses in my dining room.  

 

Bacon: That hadn’t happened by the time I left, and I surely hope it doesn’t; but I must 

return to my good news. Apparently, Howe liked your city so well he did not leave. His 

inaction left the other parts of Britain’s Hudson Valley forces unprotected. The group 

coming from the northwest under Gen. St. Leger was forced to pull back when it faced 

American resistance. General Burgoyne’s army, advancing from Lake Champlain, ran 

right into General Gates’ army. Burgoyne surrendered.  

 

Franklin: This is wonderful news. This should be just what we need to get the French 

government’s open support for our cause.  

 

SCENE SIX 

 

Narrator: Within a few days Franklin was contacted. He was informed the French were 

now interested in discussing an alliance with the United States. He then joined them in 

negotiations. While these diplomatic discussions were progressing, Washington was 

struggling to keep his army together through an exceptionally cold and snowy winter. This 

was one of the worst winters on record, and the army’s condition was made even worse 

because of the sporadic and inadequate support Congress provided. This winter, they were 
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at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, while the British army lived in relative comfort in nearby 

Philadelphia. 

 

Washington and the Marquis de Lafayette are checking on the condition of the soldiers as 

they speak. 

 

Washington: It makes me so angry and frustrated to see how much our men have to 

endure. I can’t even guarantee my men have shoes or a coat in this frigid weather. That 

man has only a ragged blanket to wrap around himself.  

 

Lafayette: Their food is no better. Most have been reduced to eating only fire cake, which 

they make by mixing flour with a bit of water and baking it on the stones next to the fire. 

They haven’t had meat for more than a week. There has been too much snow and cold to 

send out hunting parties. Moreover, the cattle we were expecting three weeks ago have not 

arrived. 

 

Washington: I know that; and yet, in spite of it all, they’re still here. They are suffering, 

but they still are an army; and as long as they’re still together, our cause is not lost. 

 

Lafayette: And we owe that to their loyalty and to your inspiring leadership and example, 

General. 

 

SCENE SEVEN 

 

Narrator: It is now spring; although they show the scars of the ordeal, most of 

Washington’s army has survived the winter at Valley Forge. One day a messenger arrives 

bearing crucial information for General Washington. The messenger dismounts quickly 

and runs into Washington’s headquarters. 

 

Messenger: General Washington, sir. I bear news of great importance. 

 

Washington: What is it? Where is your dispatch case? 

 

Messenger: The message was not written for fear it might fall into enemy hands. I was 

told to tell you and only in person. The French have agreed to ally themselves with us. The 

treaty has been signed. A French fleet and French troops are on the way to our aid. 

 

Washington (lowers his head, breathes a quiet sigh of relief and smiles) That is wonderful 

news, corporal. Please be sure you get a good meal and a fresh horse before you return. 

Report in two hours, and you will have my response. 
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AFTERWARD 

 

In the remaining years of the war, French troops and ships fought the British alongside the 

American Army and fledgling American Navy. The British were defeated in the last major 

battle of the war at Yorktown, Virginia, in 1781. In this crucial battle the French 

contributed about fifty percent of the troops and almost all the naval forces. Many 

American units were equipped with French muskets and ammunition. The war dragged on 

almost another two years with sporadic fighting, until the British and the Americans signed 

the Treaty of Paris in 1783. Historians agree the intervention of the French was a crucial, 

deciding factor in the success of the American Revolutionary War. 
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

 

1. Why would France be interested in supporting the American colonies’ revolt against 

British rule? 

 

 

 

 

2. Why did it take so long for America to receive France’s full support?  

 

 

 

3. Which American battle was crucial for France to decide to commit its financial and 

physical support to the American cause? 

 

 

 

 

4. Why was Benjamin Franklin popular with the French? 

 

 

 

 

5. Why did the French Foreign Minister Vergennes need the cooperation of French 

businessman, de Lille, to arrange shipping munitions and supplies to America? 
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QUESTIONS TO DISCUSS 

 

1. Was Ben Franklin an effective choice to be the American ambassador to the France? 

Why or why not?  

 

 

 

 

2. How might the Declaration of Independence have influenced the French to support the 

American Revolution? 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Could the American Revolution have succeeded without France’s military and financial 

support? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

 

4. How would the history of North America have been different if the American 

Revolution had failed or if the colonies had remained a part of the British Empire? 
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 Answer Key 

 

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

 

 

1. Why would France be interested in supporting the American colonies’ revolt against 

British rule? 

 

France had a history of enmity toward Britain. Twelve years earlier, Britain had 

defeated France in the Seven Years War; and France lost possession of Canada and 

territories in North America. France would relish Britain’s loss of its North 

American colonies.  

 

 

2. Why did it take so long for America to receive France’s full support? 

 

France had lost an expensive war with Britain. If the American revolutionaries were 

going to lose the revolution, France did not want to spend money and men in a 

losing cause. 

 

 

3. Which American battle was crucial for France to decide to commit its financial and 

political support to the American cause? 

 

the Battle of Saratoga 

 

 

4. Why was Ben Franklin popular with the French? 

 

He was perceived to be more like the common people. His dress and his manner 

were not as ostentatious as that of the French aristocracy. 

 

 

5. Why did French Foreign Minister Vergennes need the cooperation of French 

businessman, de Lille, to arrange shipping munitions and supplies to America? 

 

The French government was not prepared to publically support the American 

Revolution. By shipping equipment on de Lille’s merchant ships, the French 

government could hide their involvement with the Americans. 
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