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THE WETHERSFIELD CONFERENCE
T

he Meeting of Washington and Rochambeau, May 21-22, 1781
on the French– with his size, dignity, graciousness and heroic demeanor. However, the French General was disappointed that the Commander-in-Chief
spoke only in generalities and did not invite the French officers to ride over to the Hudson to have a look at the American Army– which was probably
intentional on Washington’s part for fear the bedraggled Continentals and militia might so shock the French professionals that they would return to France.

In early July 1780, French General Comte Donatien de Rochambeau arrived at the wharves of Newport, Rhode Island with seven ships of the
line, four frigates and thirty-odd transports with nearly 5,500 French regulars. He was to place himself and his men under the orders of the American
Commander-in-Chief George Washington and serve in a subordinate capacity. This immense French effort to aide the American cause was the result
of the alliance that American diplomats Benjamin Franklin and Silas Deane negotiated and signed in Paris in February 1778.

It wasn’t until May 8, 1781– after a long winter of delay, doubt and uncertainty – that the comte de Rochambeau received important dispatches from
the French ministers of war and the marine informing him that Admiral de Grasse’s fleet of 26 ships of the line, 8 frigates and 150 transports had been
ordered to the West Indies and would be available to support the upcoming summer campaign in America. There was no time to lose. The French
General urgently requested a second face-to-face meeting with Washington to discuss the next step. Because the legislature was assembled for their
annual meeting in Hartford and finding housing would be a problem there, Washington suggested that they meet in the quiet village of Wethersfield
a few miles south of the capital on May 21-22nd.

The appearance of the French at Newport marked a highly significant event that would change the course of the American Revolution. But as weeks
slipped by, the French high command became increasingly impatient that no role had been assigned for its troops. In mid-September 1780, Washington
rode to Hartford to confer with Rochambeau. The colonial capital was roughly half-way between Newport, Rhode Island, and Washington’s Headquarters
in New Windsor, New York, about 100 miles by horse back in either direction. Unfortunately, the conference had to be cut short because of the threat
of an attack by the British fleet. Although little was accomplished at this first face-to-face meeting, Washington did make a positive and deep impression

Jean Baptiste Donatien de Vimeur
comte de Rochambeau

George Washington

by Charles Willson Peale from life, c. 1782

National Gallery of Art, Washington DC

by Rembrandt Peale c. 1850

Independence National Historic Park,
Philadelphia, PA

Thursday, May 17th
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Sunday, May 20th

At Headquarters, New Windsor: “The Count
de Rochambeau having received despatches
from the court of France by his son, the
Viscount de Rochambeau, on the 6th instant,
has requested an interview with me. I have
appointed the place of meeting at Weathersfield, on Monday next, for which purpose I
shall set out hence to-morrow. I am in hopes,
that we shall be able, from the intelligence
received, to settle a definitive plan of the
campaign.”

At Morgan’s Tavern: “Set out this day
for the Interview at Weathersfield with
the Count de Rochambeau & Admiral
Barras. Reached Morgans Tavern 43
Miles from Fishkill Landing after dining
at Colo. Vandebergs.”

At the Webb House: “Breakfasted at Litchfield –
dined at Farmington & lodged at Weathersfield
at the House of Joseph Webb Esqr. (the Quarters
wch. were taken for me & my Suit).”

At the Webb House: “Had a good deal
of private conversation with Govr.
Trumbull who gave it to me as his opinion that if any important offensive operation should be undertaken he had little
doubt of our obtaining Men & Provision adequate to our wants….”
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“Lord’s Day, May twentieth. –Went with Capt.
Fred. Bull in a carriage to Wethersfield–
attended divine services with General Washington
per tot diem. Mr. March preached. Mat.7: 8–
blessed are the poor of spirit, for theirs is the
kingdom of Heaven.”
Diary of Jonathan Trumbull
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Tuesday, May 22nd

Wednesday, May 23rd

At the Webb House: “The Count
de Rochambeau with the Chevr. de
Chastellux arrived about Noon.
The appearance of the British Fleet
(Under Admiral Arbuthnot) off
Block Island prevented the attendance of the Count de Barras.”

At the Webb House: “Fixed with
Count de Rochambeau upon a
plan of Campaign....”

At the Webb House: “Count de Rochambeau set
out on his Return to Newport, while I prepared and
forwarded dispatches to the Governors of the four
New England States calling upon them in earnest
& pointed terms, to compleat their Continental
Battalions for the Campaign….”
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Although little documentation is
available, it is certain that General
Washington rode to Wethersfield with
more staff members and security than
the two officers that are identified in
historic accounts. His “suit” probably
consisted of about 30 people, including
his aides Tench Tilghman, Robert Harrison, David Humphreys, John Laurens
and several others as well. There was
also his Horse Guard of about 20 Dragoons that protected him from assassination or capture by the British. They
functioned in a similar capacity as the
President’s Secret Service today. His
African servant Billy Lee was also
probably in attendance. While his
guards pitched tents, Washington’s
staff of about ten probably stayed at
the Webb House and the Deane House
next door.
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Although historic accounts of the actual meeting held at the Webb House on May 22nd are sketchy at best, we
do know that there were five people in attendance. Washington was accompanied by General Knox, his Chief
of Artillery, and General Duportail, a French officer who had served almost from the beginning of the war as
Chief of the American Engineers, and who, a few years later, was to become Minister of War in France.
Washington’s choice to bring officers with an expertise in moving large armies, heavy artillery and supplies from
place-to-place indicates that these practical concerns were important issues on the agenda.
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Rochambeau and Chastellux set out
from Newport for Connecticut on
Saturday, May 19. The first night was
spent somewhere in Rhode Island. The
second night, on Sunday, May 20, they
stayed at White’s Tavern in Andover.
Although we do not know who accompanied Rochambeau and Chastellux,
the French generals, like Washington,
probably had a suite of about thirty
with them.

The French commander was assisted by Chevalier de Chastellux, who took the place of Admiral de Barras, who
was detained due to the sudden appearance of British war ships off shore in Newport. Chastellux spoke English
fluently and would, along with Duportail, serve as an interpreter and translator. He was charming, a world
traveler, and an academician who helped to defuse the formality of the American and French commanders.
Rochambeau wrote his ideas and requests in a column on the left hand side of a sheet of paper. After they had
been interpreted and discussed by the Americans, Duportail would translate and write their answers in a
column on the right side of the page. The meetings were conducted in an agreeable and friendly atmosphere
that helped to forge a bond of friendship and a good working relationship between the two commanders that
would serve them well in the months to come. At the end of the long day, Washington, Rochambeau, Connecticut Governor John Trumbull and others enjoyed a celebratory dinner at Stillman’s Tavern.
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t the conference that took place at the Joseph Webb House on May 22, 1781, the
participants broadly outlined plans for a combined Franco-American offensive. These
included attacking the British army around New York City, marching south to confront the
British army operating in Virginia, as well as the prospect of recovering Charleston, South
Carolina. Both generals understood that the choice of a theater of operations depended mainly
on the support of the French fleet under Admiral de Grasse and that they would be ready to
strike wherever the French fleet could come to their aid.
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Washington’s preference was to attack New York City. He believed a coup there would be “the
most capable of striking a deathblow to Britain’s dominion in America.” British General Henry
Clinton, who was headquartered in New York, had reduced his garrison by sending troops to
the South. But even more important was the practical concern that transporting the whole
Army in the heat of summer to the James River, 450 miles from New Windsor, would be a
logistical nightmare resulting in sickness, desertion and a heavy loss of force.
In his diary on May 22nd, following the meeting held that day, Washington wrote that he had
“Fixed with Count de Rochambeau upon a plan of Campaign ....” It was decided that the French
land force would march from Newport to join with the American forces outside of New York
City and there, in conjunction with the Americans, to commence an operation against New
York. However, he also left open the option “to extend our views to the Southward as circumstances
and a Naval superiority might render more necessary & eligible.”

Washington and his retinue stayed five nights at the Joseph Webb
House, built in 1752, from Saturday through Wednesday, May 19 -23.
They set out on their return to New Windsor on Thursday morning,
May 24. The Silas Deane House next door, built c. 1770, was also
probably used for housing Washington’s aides.

The Meeting House, built 1761-64, is
known today as The First Church of Christ
Congregational.

Washington attended religious services at The
Meeting House on Sunday, May 20. On Monday,
May 21, the day that Rochambeau arrived, both
delegations attended an evening concert here.

The plaque at The Meeting
House that marks Washington’s visit was installed by The
National Society of The Colonial Dames of America in The
State of Connecticut on June
8, 1934.

Sites in Historic Wethersfield that played
an important role in the conference on
May 21-22, 1781.

This plaque marks the location of the
Stillman Tavern. The tavern served as
Rochambeau’s headquarters on May 2122, 1781.

The Robbins House, built in 1861, is on the original site of
the Stillman Tavern. The plaque is mounted on the stone,
lower right.

The journals and letters of Rochambeau and other French officers indicate that New York was
never an option for them. The French general did not want to engage the British without more
troops, the French naval fleet, and a clear plan of attack. The strong British defenses around
the New York City also discouraged an assault. Their biggest concern was that the heavy
French warships generally drew more water than did the British, and they might have trouble
crossing the bar at the opening of New York Harbor–whereas the Chesapeake Bay was
perfectly safe.
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