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THE O’SHEES OF LIMERICK AND THE FRENCH 
EXPEDITION TO IRELAND 1796    
  
Early army careers 

 
Martin O’Shee was of distinguished lineage being 
descended from Marcus Shee the third son of Sir Richard 
Shee of Kilkenny (d. 1608) a lawyer and one of the 
largest landowners in Kilkenny and Tipperary. At one 
time a close councillor of the Earl of Ormond Sir Richard 
had rather a mixed reputation being described by the 
Lord Deputy as a ‘mulish opponent and perilous fellow’ 
and by Lord Mountgarrett as a ‘base fellow’. Despite this 
he left large land holdings to his descendants. Martin’s 
grandfather forfeited his land after the defeat of the 
Jacobites and his father perished at the siege of Limerick 
in 1691. Marriage led him to forsake his native county of 
Kilkenny and settle in Camas, Co Limerick. Not faring 
well in these times of Catholic persecution he left Ireland 
for France with his family, joined Clare’s Regiment and 
died shortly afterwards of an epidemical fever in the 
hospital of Calais in 1727. 
 
His three sons William, Thomas and Patrick all joined the 
French service where they served with distinction. 
William’s eldest son, Henry, followed in the family 
tradition, joining Clare’s Irish Regiment in 1755. He 
went through the Seven Years War in which he acquired 
distinction at Marburg in 1761. In 1785 on Louis Philippe 
II succeeding his father as Duke of Orleans, Henry was a 
Colonel in his cavalry regiment and later prior to the 
Revolution became his military secretary.  
 
Col. Henry O’Shee, although a native Frenchman who 
spoke little English, was very receptive to helping any of 
his Irish relations establish themselves in France. In 1762 
he was instrumental in bringing over his first cousin, 
Oliver Harty, from Limerick and assisting him in gaining 
a cadetship with Berick’s Regiment. When his brother-in-
law Thomas Clarke, a Colonel in Dillon’s Regiment, 
died, he took his young son Henry under his wing, 
promoted his early career in the Ecole Militaire in Paris 
and assisted him in becoming a Captain in the Duke of 
Orleans royal regiment of Hussars.  
 
In 1788 Col. Henry sought to have his genealogy 
authenticated to entitle him to rank with the French 
nobility and agreed the enormous fee of 250 guineas with 
Chevalier Thomas O’Gorman the most prominent Irish 
genealogist of the time. Some at times acrimonious 
correspondence is extant as Henry required paperwork 
before the 1st of December or the ‘whole pedigree will 
never avail me six pence …’. Some paperwork may have 
been produced in time but the official pedigree wasn’t 
signed off by Dublin Castle until April 1791 
 
At the time of the revolution Col Henry was a resident of 
Paris and although adopting the revolutionary cause he 
retired from the army shortly afterwards aged 52 on what 
was probably a diplomatic ‘ill-health’ basis.  
 

Oliver Harty rose to Captain of Grenadiers and after the 
dissolution of the Irish brigade, unlike many of his fellow 
countrymen he remained in France. Despite being 
instrumental in convincing his regiment not to desert to 
the Royalists and being consequently considered a 
champion of the Revolution, he was suspended from the 
army in 1793 and imprisoned for seventy days. In 1795 
he was restored with his old rank of major-general 
joining the Armée des Côtes de Cherbourg.   
 
Henry Clarke left the army in 1789, taking up a 
diplomatic post in the French embassy in London. During 
his stay there he was visited by his Uncle, Col. Henry, 
and they both met with their young cousin Martin Archer 
Shee from Dublin, who at the time was starting out on a 
career as a portrait artist which was to eventually lead to 
the presidency of the prestigious British Royal Academy. 
Clarke also took the opportunity to visit Ireland which 
was to give him some helpful background for his 
subsequent role in the planning of the invasion. He 
returned to France in 1791, resumed his military career 
and distinguished himself as a cavalry colonel in the 
Revolutionary campaign on the Rhine. Despite this, like 
Harty, at the height of the Terror he became suspect, was 
suspended and not restored until 1795 when as a 
Brigadier General he was appointed chief of the historical 
and typographical department of the war ministry.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In 1795 Col. O’Shee came out of retirement and rejoined 
the army being promoted to Brigadier General. Thus by 
the time Wolfe Tone arrived in Paris in February 1796 
seeking to persuade the French Directory to send an 
invasion force to Ireland, the three kinsmen, all with the 
rank of General, with strong Irish links and with proven 
reputations with the authorities were destined to become 
involved in various influential ways.     
 
Planning an invasion 
 
In March 1796 in Paris, Henry Clarke was the first of the 
three to meet Wolfe Tone, who is now one of Ireland’s 

Henry Clarke; Wolfe Tone’s opinion of him 
changed from ‘a sad puppy’ to a ‘tall handsome 
proper young man with a face like a cherubin’.  
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most revered patriots. Over a series of meetings Tone 
expressed reservations about Clarke, feeling he was being 
handed over to a ‘subaltern’ who was blocking access to 
Carnot, one of the five members of the ruling French 
Directory. Despite being just two years older he 
described Clarke as a ‘handsome smooth faced youth’ 
and elsewhere as a ‘sad puppy’. Despite his reservations 
Clarke successfully acted as intermediary in getting 
Tone, a foreigner, permission to remain in Paris. In time 
Tone saw that Clarke was intimately involved in the 
decision making process for the invasion being in fact 
Carnot’s mouthpiece and that he was keeping him 
informed. With typical volatility in the summer he now 
‘recanted every word I have said to the prejudice of 
General Clarke’ and thought him ‘a tall handsome proper 
young man with a face like a cherubin’. Tone was also 
grateful for Clarke arranging a meeting with Hoche the 
most brilliant and charismatic general in France, who was 
to become the designated leader of the expedition.  
 
On September the 15th Tone left Paris for Rennes and 
thereafter had little contact with Clarke who remained in 
Paris and later in November was sent at a moment’s 
notice to join Buonaparte in Vienna. However he now 
met up with Col. Henry O’Shee for the first time.  
 
Unlike his somewhat fraught early relationship with 
Clarke, the two hit it off famously. They worked together 
on items such as the location of British troops in Ireland 
and in assessing routes from various potential landing 
points. Col. Henry also kept Tone up-to-date with 
Hoche’s planning and on the contents of various missives 
from Clarke in Paris. Col. Henry expressed a desire to 
move to Ireland should the expedition be successful and 
Tone thought he would be ideal person to organise a 
future Irish army. O’Shee had a calming influence on his 
emotional and sometimes hot-headed new friend, who 
admitted he found ‘great amusement in chatting with 
him’ and that he was ‘a very agreeable old man’. Col 
Henry, as had Clarke, also kept Tone’s spirits up by 
seeing that he had occasional access to Hoche. He also 
informed him of the crucial role that Clarke had played in 
obtaining the go-ahead for the expedition despite the 
resistance of Truguet, the minister of the navy, who had a 
preference for an adventure in India. The two had 
become so close that Col. Henry even suggested to 
Hoche that they should travel to Ireland together, 
although this wasn’t to happen. Tone worked assiduously 
on a pamphlet intended for production on arrival in 
Ireland inciting the locals to establish their independence. 
Col. Henry translated it into French and Tone actually 
preferred it to his own English version. 
 
Tone left Rennes for the expedition departure port of 
Brest on Oct 22nd. On route he met General Oliver Harty 
for the first time and dined with him. Harty showed him 
an English newspaper with the dispiriting news of the 
arrest of many of his United Irishmen colleagues in 
Ireland. In the autumn Harty had been entrusted with the 
preparation and organisation of the Brigade Etrangėre 
that formed part of the expeditionary army composed of 

the regiments of Lee, O’Meara, Ferdat and la Chatre. Up 
to the departure of the invasion fleet he was in constant 
communication with Hoche on organisational and 
planning matters. In addition as a native Irishman on 
landing in Ireland he was made responsible for 
encouraging Irish peasants or deserters from the militia to 
join up with the French force.          
 
On the way from Rennes to Brest Col. Henry introduced 
Tone to ‘two very fine lads of the name of Dalton’. Tone 
described them as ‘nephews’ of O’Shee. Records show 
these to have been James and Alexandre Dalton but they 
couldn’t have been his nephews. However they were 
almost certainly related as their Kilkenny born father 
William Dalton, who was in the French Service, had as a 
young man travelled on an adventure to the Indies with 
an Edmund Dalton Shee, who was described as his 
cousin. 
 
Col. Henry met Tone on his arrival in Brest and informed 
him that yet another cousin of his had been involved in 
the invasion planning. He told him that Col. Richard 
O’Shee had recently returned from Ireland, had arrived 
back in Paris and was due shortly in Brest. Richard had 
been selected by Clarke as an emissary the previous June, 
with instructions to travel to Ireland, meet various United 
Irishmen and ascertain the current state of affairs there. 
His selection had been purposely kept secret from Tone 
so he couldn’t influence the findings.  
 

 
Richard O’Shee like Col. Henry was descended from 
Marcus Shee of Kilkenny; born in Co Kilkenny he 
became a cadet in the FitzJames Irish cavalry regiment in 
France in 1740. Favouring the Revolutionary cause he 
was appointed Colonel in 1792. Details of his visit to 
Ireland are sparse. In fact there is some doubt as to 
whether he ever actually made it there. It is accepted that 
on June 17th he stopped with the French minister in 
Hamburg on route but after that no further details are 
known. Clarke suspected that he had absconded with his 
10,000 francs payment. Although most historians do 
assume that he carried out his brief, no report of his to the 
Directory has ever emerged and his personal dossier in 
the Foreign Affairs Ministry makes no reference to his 

The port of Brest in 1794 two years before the    
expedition 
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activities in Ireland. He arrived in Brest just in time to 
join the invasion force  
 
With the departure imminent Col. Henry took up 
residence on the frigate the Fraternitė which was to be 
the flagship of General Hoche. Tone met him on a 
number of occasions and recorded that he was suffering 
greatly from gout, ‘to which he is a martyr’ and despite 
having a ‘broken constitution’ is ‘bold and eager in the 
business’. The two agreed to do whatever they could for 
their respective families should they fall into English 
hands in Ireland. Oliver Harty was allocated to the Éole, 
Richard O’Shee to the Cassard and young Alexandre 
Dalton to Hoche as an assistant aide-de- camp.   
 
The Invasion 
 
The 45 ship fleet with 15,000 troop left Brest on 
December 15th. Col. Henry aboard the Fraternité had a 
most unhappy time. When exiting the narrow harbour the 
flagship collided with another, resulting in minor 
damage. It was then blown out to sea, lost contact with 
the main body of the fleet and in fleeing a large 
unidentified ship almost capsized and had to jettison 
some of its guns. As a result it never got to within fifty 
miles of the planned landing point at Bantry in West 
Cork. Having given hope of meeting up with the main 
body of the fleet Hoche decided on Dec 31st to return to 
Brest. Even this was to prove impossible due to the 
blockading British Navy and they were forced to divert to 
La Rochelle, eventually reaching it on Jan 15th after more 
than four frustrating weeks at sea, having accomplished 
nothing. During all this time Col. Henry had suffered 
dreadfully from the gout, only leaving his bed for fifteen 
minutes during the whole voyage. As a final ignominy he 
reached shore on the shoulders of General Hoche being 
unable to make it on his own. 
 
Oliver Harty with his 552 men of the foreign brigade 
aboard the Éole had an equally inauspicious start when 
his vessel collided with a transport lugger. He 
complained that there were 200 smallpox cases aboard 
whose condition got worse and that throughout the 
voyage the ship was making water everywhere and his 
troops were wet to the skin and eaten by vermin. Despite 
this by Dec 23rd she was one of the few ships to reach the 
inner harbour of Bantry Bay. In a subsequent report he 
was critical of the decision not to commence 
disembarkation that day when weather conditions were 
reasonable. On Dec 27th a lull in the weather enabled 
connection between ships by launch and Harty, as the 
most senior general officer in the Bay at the time, 
presided over a council-of war on Tone’s vessel the 
Indomptable. A decision was taken to withdraw and 
return to Brest. Attempting to return to his vessel in 
deteriorating weather conditions he narrowly escaped 
drowning. It was some consolation to him and his troops 
after their hardships, that they were the first to be 
disembarked on arrival back at Brest on New Years day 
1797.  
 

The final kinsman Richard O’Shee aboard the Cassard 
avoided the other’s mishaps. The Cassard was also one 
of the vessels to reach the inner harbour and as the most 
senior army officer in the Bay he rather than Harty would 
have presided over the council-of-war but was unable to 
make his way to the meeting. He reached the safety of 
Brest on Jan 1st.  
 
All told Col. Henry and his various relations played an 
important part in the planning and attempted execution of 
the expedition and all shared in the disappointment of the 
failure. Had the French force landed and been successful 
they might now be household names in Ireland. Their 
posterity was however spoiled by a ‘Protestant wind’.  
 
Sequel 
 
Despite his advanced years and his experience in the 
Bantry Expedition, Col. Henry Shee stayed in the French 
service. He remained in touch with Wolfe Tone even 
offering his house in Nanterre to the Tone family until 
they found their own lodgings. A sign of the trust and 
affection between the two was demonstrated when 
shortly before his death in 1798 in a Dublin prison, Tone 
commended his family to specially consult with Shee. 
Col. Henry was created a count by Napoleon in 1809 and 
a senator the following year. His daughter married the 
James Dalton who had been on the Expedition with him 
and their son Edward Dalton Shee inherited his title on 
his death in 1820.    
 
Henry Clarke became close to Napoleon, becoming his 
secretary in 1804. He was appointed minister of war in 
1807, Duke of Feltre in 1809 and having abandoned 
Napoleon, a marshall in 1815 and peer of France in 1817. 
He died two years before his uncle and sponsor, Col. 
Henry. 
 
After the fiasco at Bantry, Oliver Harty was employed in 
squashing internal revolts in France and in 1805 was in 
charge of an Irish legion as part of another planned Irish 
invasion which was aborted. His successes during the 
Napoleonic campaigns led to his creation in 1811 as 
Baron de Pierrebourg. He died at Strasbourg in 1823. 
 
Richard O’Shee became commandant in Finistėre in 
1799 and died in 1800. 
 
James Dalton’s brother Alexandre remained as aide-de-
camp to General Hoche until his premature death in 
1797. He then served with distinction during the 
Napoleonic era and his bravery at Friedland in 1807 led 
to his promotion to Brigadier General. Thereafter until 
his retirement in 1841 he was involved at the highest 
level in French military affairs. On his death aged 83 in 
1859 his name was inscribed on the west side of the Arc 
de Triomphe in Paris.   
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