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INTRODUCTION

The events related in this book led to a general war, since known as the Seven Years War, between France and Great Britain with their respective allies, that was eventually fought on four continents and culminated in Britain’s triumph. The early events at Jumonville Glen, Fort Necessity and at the disastrous field near the Monongahela River have since been overshadowed by the war’s subsequent course and by the career of George Washington, destined to become one of the most famous men in modern history.
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King Louis XV of France. In the middle of the 18th century, the realm of this somewhat debonair king included parts of southern India and much of North America. This empire, created largely through the efforts of his grandfather Louis XIV, would be lost within the next two decades. Portrait made in 1746 by Maurice-Quentin de La Tour. (Author’s photo)

As will be seen, these early battles ended in utter defeat for the Anglo-American troops at the hand of the “French and Indians”, generally seen since as barbarous enemies by generations of American and British historians. However, a closer examination of the “French” show most of them to have been native-born Canadians, and the “Indians” to have been independent peoples won over by their long-standing diplomatic ties with New France. Furthermore, it becomes clear that the “French and Indian” method of fighting was no lucky accident but a conscious tactical doctrine which, ironically, was ignored in France while, after the disaster at the Monongahela, it was eagerly adopted by both British and Americans.

ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

During the 17th and the first half of the 18th centuries, the British and French colonies in North America, by the very nature of their respective development as well as the frequent wars of their mother countries, were once again moving towards a major confrontation. The British flag flew over a number of colonies stretching from Georgia to Newfoundland along the Atlantic seaboard that were, for the most part, rapidly growing and populous entities. By the middle of the 18th century, the population of the American colonies included well over 1,000,000 souls of European descent. The larger colonies such as Massachusetts, Connecticut, New York, Pennsylvania, Virginia and South Carolina had their own local legislatures, large populations and prosperous economies thanks to the continuing development of agriculture, shipping, trade, and commerce. In spite of some efforts by the Crown to rationalize administration with royal governors, the American colonies remained very independent. They were also quite different from one area to another. The northern colonies, such as Massachusetts, had been settled by religious refugees who often held a “Puritan” and religiously conservative outlook on many of life’s issues. The colonists of the middle colonies had more varied origins and New York, for instance, still had a sizeable Dutch population and corresponding traditions. Pennsylvania, although a major trade center thanks to the city of Philadelphia, was still politically dominated by the pacifist sect known as the Quakers. Of the southern colonies, Virginia was the most important and depended largely on the expanding plantations that gave its society a more distinctive class structure with the large estates and more genteel way of life of its social elite. The government of the British colonies in North America was very decentralized, with each having its own legislative assembly and policies. For all these reasons, in time of war it was difficult to mobilize the colonies into a concerted effort.

[image: img]

Fur traders and Indians. The fur trade was at the root of the rivalry that led Britain and France to war. In the middle of the 18th century, the French largely controlled the interior of North America and its fur trade, but mounting pressures caused by increasing numbers of Anglo-American traders wandering into the Ohio Valley led to confrontation. Detail for a “map of the inhabited part of Canada from the French Surveys” by C.J. Gaulthier published in 1777. (National Archives of Canada, C7300)

New France, by contrast, penetrated deep into the hinterland of North America thanks to outstanding explorers such as Samuel de Champlain who went to the Great Lakes in the early 17th century, Robert Cavelier La Salle who reached the Gulf of Mexico during 1682 by navigating the Mississippi River, and a captain of colonial troops, de La Vérendrye, and his sons who built trading forts in the Canadian prairies and penetrated as far as the Rocky Mountains in present-day Wyoming in the 1730s and 1740s. Except for Cape Breton Island and its fortress and naval base of Louisbourg, built from 1720, France had few coastal settlements until one reached Mobile and New Orleans on the Gulf of Mexico. New France had developed in the interior of the vast North American continent, happy to leave the British colonists to the eastern seaboard and a few posts on Hudson Bay, and the Spanish to Florida and northern New Spain (the present Texas and American Southwest).

There was no gold or silver found in New France and its economic mainstay was the fur trade. To facilitate this trade and maintain its territorial claims, a far-reaching network of forts was built at strategic sites along the shores of the hinterland’s rivers and lakes. This network formed a great arc running from the Gulf of the St Lawrence River through the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico. The European population of New France was minuscule and concentrated at either end of this arc: Canada in the north with its approximately 60,000 inhabitants concentrated along the shores of the St Lawrence River; Louisiana with only 5,000 or 6,000 settlers on the Gulf coast and another 2,000 or so established in the “Illinois Country”, also called Upper Louisiana, in the area where the Missouri and Ohio rivers flowed into the Mississippi. Several thousand African slaves had also been transported into Louisiana. As for the indigenous Indian population, it is practically impossible to calculate an accurate figure; many eastern nations had been decimated by epidemics of “European” diseases in the 17th century but sizeable populations remained, while many western nations were all but unknown to Europeans. The government of New France and its components was autocratic, as was France under the “Old Regime”. There were no legislative assemblies. The governor general had overall authority, as did the intendant, in financial and civic matters and the bishop in religious issues, with powers devolved to local governors, commissaries and senior priests. In spite of a seemingly rigid autocratic structure, it was necessary to exercise power wisely as all actions had to be approved by senior officials in France who had channels of information and news over and above official reports. One of the benefits of the centralized system of governance in New France was that it was comparatively efficient at mobilizing the colony’s relatively meager resources for military purposes.
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The Marquis de La Galissonière, governor general of New France, 1747–49. He understood the threat to New France should its Ohio communications route be cut by increasing Anglo-American intrusions.

Communication between Canada and Louisiana was usually along a route west to lakes Erie and Michigan and down the Mississippi via smaller rivers such as the Maumee, Wabash and Illinois. This route was guarded by a string of forts along the shores of the lakes and rivers. The route along the Allegheny and Ohio rivers was known but seldom used other than by occasional roaming traders. During the 1730s and ’40s, as the importance of communications between Canada and Upper Louisiana (or Illinois) increased, the vital geostrategic position of the Ohio River became apparent to the French. Considered of negligible economic or political significance and rather wild, with a collection of Indian nations reputedly hostile to strangers, the route was not yet considered worth protecting with forts.

This attitude began to change from the mid-1740s as increasingly frequent reports of Anglo-American traders roaming into the Ohio Valley reached the Château Saint-Louis, residence of the governor general of New France in Québec. Governor General de La Galissonière, one of the French Navy’s best admirals, was alarmed at this news. With a perceptive strategic eye, he appreciated the negative impact of allowing gradual Anglo-American penetration of the interior to sever communications via the Ohio Valley. Some of the Indian nations in this hitherto French-influenced area might be convinced to switch their trade and diplomatic allegiances to the Anglo-Americans. The consequences for France would be dramatic and multi-faceted: loss of trade and loss of influence, increasing British activity along the shores of the western Great Lakes, which would in turn drive a wedge into the great arc of French possessions in North America. The dispatches from Québec to Versailles spoke of a looming disaster about to befall New France. However, with the War of the Austrian Succession absorbing the attention of most European powers, including France and Britain, there were other priorities.

With a war raging in Europe, the problem of the Ohio Valley could not simply be dealt with by building a string of forts. New France’s limited resources were currently focused on expeditions on the frontiers of New York, Massachusetts and New Hampshire. The French had so far built only one post near the Ohio, Fort Vincennes, and even this was much further west, built in 1731 on the shores of the Wabash River about 50 miles north of the meeting of the Wabash and Ohio rivers. Physical occupation of the territory would be the deciding factor, however, and as soon as the war ended in 1748, attention turned to the Ohio. To buy time and make it known to interlopers that the territory was French, an expedition of some 30 soldiers and 180 militiamen with a few Indians left Montréal for the Ohio led by Captain Céléron de Blainville in June 1749. For the next few months Céléron’s party roamed the Allegheny and Ohio valleys burying lead plates along the shores of the rivers, effectively claiming the territory for France. Although this was proof positive that the French had indeed occupied the territory, the Anglo-American traders who had formed the Ohio Company in 1748 were not impressed. By December 1749, Céléron was back in Montréal with this alarming news. The Marquis de La Jonquière had by now replaced Governor General de la Galissonière, however. The new governor general was an indecisive man and did not share his predecessor’s concerns at the urgency of the situation and the vulnerability of the Ohio Valley. As a result, nothing was done for the next several years as Anglo-American traders penetrated deeper into traditional zones of French influence. They found an ally in Chief Memeska of the Miami Indians, who even raised the British flag in his town of Pickawillany (now Piqua, Ohio). At Fort Michilimackinac, further north, young officer-cadet Charles-Michel Mouet de Langlade, son of a leading fur trader and an Ottawa Indian princess, took matters into his own hands and, without waiting for any approval from Québec or Versailles, led a punitive raid with about 250 Ottawa Indians and a few Canadian militiamen on Pickawillany. On 21 June 1752 the town was surprised and razed to the ground, Memeska killed and eaten by his Indian enemies and the Anglo-American traders captured and sent to Montréal. This was a clear signal to the other Indian nations to value their alliances with the French and they certainly did not miss its meaning.
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King George II of Great Britain, c.1750. As a king, he relied on the advise of his ministers, such as William Pitt, and his reign was a landmark in the development of constitutional monarchy. The king’s support of his minister’s policies eventually saw outstanding victories across the globe and confirmed Britain as a major world power. Painting by David Morrier. (Fort Ligonier Museum, Ligonier, Pennsylvania. Author’s photo)

In Québec, Governor General La Jonquière had passed away in March 1752 and the interim governor general, the Baron de Longueuil, was a veteran and experienced Canadian frontier officer who, like de la Galissonière, felt the Ohio must be occupied urgently. The Marquis de Duquesne, the new governor general, arrived in Canada in August 1752 with instructions from the royal court at Versailles to secure the Ohio Valley. It was clear that the only way to do it efficiently was to build a string of forts to counter the Anglo-Americans. In the spring of 1753, a large force of some 300 soldiers, 1,200 militiamen and 200 Indians left Montréal for the Ohio. Forts Presqu’Isle (Erie, Pennsylvania), Le Bœuf (Waterford, Pennsylvania), also called “de la Rivière aux Bœuf” (now French Creek), and Machault (also called Venango, now Franklin, Pennsylvania) were built during the summer and fall.

In Virginia, Governor Robert Dinwiddie was not about to let the French derail Britain’s claims to the Ohio Valley. This area was of great interest to Virginians and had been granted to the Ohio Company formed by Virginian and London businessmen for future settlement and exploitation. Some forays were already being made by frontier trader Christopher Gist to bring in settlers and the young surveyor George Washington. It was also considered to be an area subordinate to the Iroquois Six Nations, allies of the British, and there were some Iroquois there under Chief Tanaghrisson, better known as the “Half-King”. Thus to Governor Dinwiddie and those around him, the justification of the Anglo-American claim was quite clear. The French were clearly seizing British territory. If nothing were done about it, their forts would
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