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I come from New England with a company of volunteers to serve His Majesty in the reduction of Canada.

—MIDSHIPMAN ASHLEY BOWEN,

speaking to Major General James Wolfe, July 15, 1759
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Preface

Best known as a clash between French and British armies, the Plains of Abraham was also an American battle. One in every three soldiers in the British army at Quebec had been recruited in the American colonies. Hundreds more Americans served aboard British warships and the transports from Boston, New York, and Philadelphia that carried part of that army up the St. Lawrence River. During the campaign, the northern colonies played a role similar to that of Britain at the time of the Allied invasion of Europe in 1944 by providing a nearby land base for a great amphibious offensive.

Rangers and Royal Americans apart, colonial soldiers and sailors are almost invisible in accounts of the beachheads and battlefields of the Quebec campaign. Yet they were there for every landing and every battle, and their actions shaped the course of American history.

—

Long before the emergence of anything resembling a serious independence movement, most of Britain’s North American colonies were nascent independent states. Governed by local elites, they were self-financing, economically and demographically robust, and capable when necessary of raising their own fleets and armies.

As early as 1690, colonial America demonstrated its ability to project power into the heart of New France when a New England fleet and army besieged Quebec, a feat Britain would not be able to duplicate for another sixty-nine years. In 1710 and 1744, American armies carried in American ships and supported by Royal Navy and New England warships conquered Acadia, which became the British province of Nova Scotia, and captured the strategic French port of Louisbourg.

In the opinion of observers like James Murray, a senior British officer during the Seven Years’ War, the latent power of the American colonies posed a standing threat to the integrity of Britain’s North American empire. “New England,” he told a French officer, “needs a bridle to keep it under control.” For Murray, this bridle was Canada.

Although possessed of a much smaller population and infinitely weaker economy than British America, Canada was organized for war with extensive fortifications, a garrison of professional soldiers, a strong militia system, powerful Native American allies, and an authoritarian, centralized colonial government, all subsidized by the French Crown.

At the apex of this structure stood a governor-general who could mobilize Canada’s military resources within days and take advantage of Canada’s interior lines of communication to send troops to reinforce Acadia or build a fort in the Ohio valley without any need to consult or bargain with an elected assembly.

So if American colonials had won their victories over New France along the Atlantic coast, where colonial and British sea power gave them a decided advantage, in the interior it was another story. Were Americans ever to consider seeking independence, Canada would have to be neutralized. And neutralizing Canada would mean taking Quebec.

In 1759, Britain, after many false starts dating back to a failed expedition in 1711, decided to do just that. A powerful fleet and army commanded by Charles Saunders and James Wolfe assembled at Halifax and sailed for Quebec.

When the expedition departed, it carried with it not just the prospect of a northeastern North America dominated by Britain from the St. Lawrence valley to the Carolinas but the possibility of an independent America.

—

Northern Armageddon divides the story of the Battle of the Plains of Abraham into six parts.

Part 1 covers British operations at Quebec from May to September 1759. It follows these operations as far as possible through the eyes of Ashley Bowen, a Massachusetts sailor serving as acting midshipman aboard HMS Pembroke, and master’s mate (senior midshipman) William Hunter of HMS Princess Amelia.

Part 2 looks at the same time period from a French perspective as the British bombard Quebec and four residents—a priest, a clerk, a nun, and a notary—experience something like the London Blitz of 1940 while the Canadian entrepreneur Joseph-Michel Cadet works to rush provisions to the French army before Canada’s defenders are forced to abandon the city.

Part 3 deals with the Battle of the Plains of Abraham itself, arguing that the outcome turned on a collapse of morale among French regulars provoked by battlefield stress. As before, the text alternates between French and British perspectives of the same events.

Part 4 follows the British, as they prepare to blast their way through the walls, and the French, as a mutiny in the Quebec garrison leads to the surrender of the city.

Part 5 takes the story up to the fall of Canada in 1760. Along the way, it looks at the British garrison of Quebec barely surviving the Canadian winter, the emergence of a Canadian resistance movement in British-occupied territory, the French victory at the Battle of Sainte-Foy as the same armies meet on the same battlefield for a second time, and the French siege of Quebec.

Part 6 places the Battle of the Plains of Abraham in a global context as a crucial event in the European occupation of the Americas and the shattering of a hemispheric Native American civilization, then traces its impact up to the twenty-first century on Canada, the United States, Native Americans, and the world. Readers interested in picking up a bit of background on French-British rivalry in North America and the Seven Years’ War prior to the Quebec campaign might like to glance through this section first.

—

This book is based for the most part on the letters and journals of participants and allows them, as far as possible, to speak for themselves. Many of these sources, while solid and reliable, are frustratingly cryptic concerning matters historians would most like to know about. Writing for their own reasons, their authors preferred to write general narratives of the entire battle rather than detailed accounts of events they themselves saw and experienced. Other writers had the annoying habit of using the third person, which makes quotations sound a bit odd at times.

Four of the best sources for the campaign are anonymous. To avoid confusion, each writer has a short descriptive label.

“Cadet’s critic,” author of the “Memoir of Canada,” had a great deal to say about logistics and a low opinion of Joseph-Michel Cadet, who was responsible for supplying the French army with provisions.

The “naval volunteer” served in the Royal Navy during the campaign and wrote a series of informative letters to his uncle, including a reference to his own experience as a looter at the Battle of the Plains of Abraham.

Working in the main government storehouse at Quebec gave the “supply clerk” a unique perspective on the campaign. His Journal du siège de Québec du 10 mai au 18 septembre 1759 (Journal of the Siege of Quebec from May 10 to September 18, 1759) combines private rants with shrewd observations on military affairs.

The “staff officer” worked in Wolfe’s headquarters and produced the “Account of Quebec Campaign, June–September 1759.” Even more inclined to outrage than the supply clerk, his comments on the campaign faithfully reflect James Wolfe’s irritation with the Royal Navy and his own senior subordinates.

The spelling in English quotations has been modernized, except where this would distort the meaning or reduce the charm of the original expressions. All quotations from French documents were translated by the author.

—

Participants in the Seven Years’ War in North America spoke of a conflict between the French and the English. The realities behind these labels were a little more complicated and best expressed by a wider range of terms.

In this book, “the British” (who might also have regional identities as Scots, Englishmen, Virginians, Pennsylvanians, or New Englanders) are either residents of Great Britain (also called Britons) or subjects of the British Crown wherever they came from. “Americans” are British subjects from Britain’s North American colonies.

“French” similarly refers either to all French subjects, whether North American or European, or to French subjects from metropolitan France. “Canadians” are permanent French residents of Canada. Reflecting contemporary practice, “Canadians” are Canadian with regard to the French and “French” with regard to the British.

All this is actually less confusing than it sounds.

So is the geography of French North America. “New France” is the French Empire in North America, consisting of Canada, Louisiana, Louisbourg, and French-controlled parts of Acadia in what are now New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island. “Nova Scotia” is the British colony occupying the mainland of what is now the province of the same name. “Canada” refers to French settlements in the St. Lawrence valley.

European maps often showed a giant triangle of territory, between Louisbourg, Louisiana, and the prairies, as a French possession. While claimed by France, most of this territory was owned and controlled by Native Americans.

During the Seven Years’ War, two types of French regular troops served in Canada. The troupes de terre were the regular army of France, placed under the authority of the minister of war. The troupes de la marine formed a second French army, controlled by the Ministry of Marine and Colonies. Organized in independent companies, they were also known as the Compagnies Franches de la Marine and are sometimes referred to in English as “colonial regulars.” In 1760, the French formed these independent companies into two battalions.

White flags played two seemingly contradictory roles in the 1759 campaign. White was the color of the Bourbon monarchy of France; a plain white flag served as the national flag. Quebec’s defenders waved white flags in the air to celebrate their victory at the Battle of Montmorency. Canadians who left for France after the conquest spoke of their desire to remain under the white flag. Yet at the same time, the governor-general of New France ordered the commandant of Quebec to signal his desire to surrender by raising a white flag over the city.

I have no idea how the British worked out what the French were trying to say when a white flag went up, but they seemed to understand. Context, after all, is everything.
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CHAPTER 1

500,000 Years of History

HUMANS MAKE WAR; GEOGRAPHY SHAPES THE BATTLEFIELD

The history of the Battle of the Plains of Abraham began with a gentle rain of sediment floating down to the floor of the proto–Atlantic Ocean during the late Precambrian era. Time passed; minute grains of sand and clay settled, accumulated, and hardened into gigantic blocks of sedimentary rock. When tectonic shifts slammed them together, closing the proto-Atlantic and creating the Appalachian Mountains, some of these blocks shifted westward. One massive chunk of folded and faulted limestone, sandstone, and shale, six miles long, half a mile wide, and known to geologists as the Quebec Promontory, came to rest against the future Canadian Shield.
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Viewed from Point Lévis, Quebec’s geographic strength and its vulnerability to bombardment from across the St. Lawrence River are both starkly apparent.







Half a billion years later, the fate of Canada, the future United States, and the French and British Empires in North America turned on possession of this block of sedimentary rock.

By September 1759, the Seven Years’ War, the titanic struggle for empire between France and Britain that Winston Churchill called “the first world war,” had been under way for just over five years. During those five years, British goals in North America had changed from the occupation of the Ohio valley to the conquest of Canada.

Yet although the British enjoyed comfortable margins of naval and military superiority in the region, they had spent most of those years reeling from defeat after defeat at the hands of Pierre de Rigaud de Vaudreuil, governor-general of New France and commander in chief of the French armed forces in North America. Year after year, the British in North America contemplated or attempted the conquest of part or all of New France. Vaudreuil responded by sending Louis-Joseph de Montcalm, his senior field commander, to capture British outposts and smash British offensives before they could threaten Canada.

Sheer force of numbers, however, allowed the British to bounce back from defeat, rebuild their forts and armies, and take to the field once more. As British strength increased, French objectives shifted from blocking British expansion in the Ohio valley to fighting for survival amid the farms and cities of New France.

The crucial campaign of the war began when a British fleet and army commanded by Vice Admiral Charles Saunders and Major General James Wolfe reached Quebec in 1759. Whoever controlled Quebec controlled Canada. If Quebec fell, Canada would fall with it.

As Canada’s Atlantic port, Quebec was the sole point of contact between Canada and France. A minor colony with a population of just seventy thousand, Canada lacked the human and material resources to fight a major war on its own. In the words of an anonymous British strategist, “Receiving supplies of men, stores, and provisions by sea…[is] absolutely necessary for supporting & maintaining that body of troops which they [the French] employ, Canadian or European, & that number of posts which they possess in America.”

Breaking this link would suffocate the French Empire in North America. In theory, the supply lines between France and New France could also be severed by blockade. But despite manifest French naval weakness, the British never managed to isolate Canada. “The doing of this by cruising [patrolling] merely,” confessed the anonymous strategist, “has already been tried in a certain degree ineffectually, & is perhaps to an absolute degree impossible…as the…St. Lawrence River must still in a certain degree be open against the most vigilant cruise.” Even in 1759, when a British squadron sailed from Halifax to blockade Quebec, more than twenty French supply ships arrived safely by slipping through the same ice fields that prevented the Royal Navy from entering the Gulf of St. Lawrence before it was too late.

The only sure way to isolate Canada from France was to take Quebec. “By going to Quebec,” wrote the British commander in chief in North America in January 1757, “success makes us master of every thing.”

Success, however, proved elusive.

Perched atop the eastern tip of the Quebec Promontory, Canada’s capital towered from sixty-five to one hundred yards above the St. Lawrence River. Attacking Quebec from the river would leave an assault force stranded in Lower Town, clinging to the base of the cliff, trapped and vulnerable. Attacking from the landward side meant finding a way up the promontory. In 1759, the French reinforced these natural defenses by constructing a line of fortifications on the high ground along the Beauport shore between Quebec and the Montmorency River and a chain of outposts extending from Quebec to Cap-Rouge guarding ravines and roadways leading up the cliffs.

When Saunders and Wolfe came to Quebec, they slammed into the Quebec Promontory and the Beauport entrenchments. For three months, Saunders’s navy and Wolfe’s army tried and failed to take Quebec. Throughout that time, Vaudreuil and Montcalm remained safely inside a strong defensive perimeter, high above the St. Lawrence, protected by 264 cannon and mortars on the city walls and 39 at Beauport.

While Saunders’s ships whisked troops up and down the St. Lawrence River, Wolfe’s soldiers accomplished nothing beyond losing the Battle of Montmorency on July 31 and adding a new level of brutality to the Seven Years’ War as they shelled Quebec into ruins and burned more than a thousand farms in hope of forcing the French to come out and fight. By September, Saunders and Wolfe were teetering on the verge of a humiliating defeat.

Bad news for Saunders and Wolfe. Bad news for the British Empire. But very good news for Ashley Bowen of Marblehead, Massachusetts.





CHAPTER 2

Sailing to Armageddon

ASHLEY BOWEN

For the people of Canada, the British attack on Quebec was an unfolding tragedy. For Ashley Bowen, it represented an opportunity to advance his nautical career by acquiring experience as a ship’s officer. One among thousands of British and American mariners on the scene, Bowen is remembered for his autobiography, the first ever written by an American sailor.

Even before he arrived in Canada, Ashley Bowen had led an active life. Born in Marblehead, Massachusetts, fifteen miles northeast of Boston, in January 1728, Bowen began his seafaring career at age eleven. Signing aboard as a ship’s boy in 1739, he sailed in the snow (a small, two-masted sailing vessel) Diligence, carrying a cargo of tar from Cape Fear, North Carolina, to Bristol, England.

Four months after his return home, disaster struck. His mother died, an event he described as “the greatest part of my ruining as may be seen the following year,” and his father promptly remarried “a fine rich widow.” Unwanted at home (“To obtain his wish [of marriage to the widow, his father] would separate his own family”), Bowen returned to sea apprenticed for seven years to a merchant captain. A training program like this was meant to qualify a teenager to become a ship’s officer and perhaps one day a captain. Instead, the apprenticeship turned into an ugly round of beatings and abuse. In 1744, on a voyage to Gibraltar, wrote Bowen,


the master would take his cat…and give me a dozen strokes on my back…then take his quadrant and look for the sun; then took a tiff of toddy, and so regularly he would do that office, one after another, till the Mate interfered for me and said if I should die on the passage out he would be a witness against him.



Denied instruction in commerce and navigation, Bowen became a competent seaman but not a potential officer. In 1745, he deserted in the West Indies and signed aboard a British privateer. This marked the beginning of a new phase of a career that would take him all around the North Atlantic world and give him enough knowledge and experience to serve occasionally as a ship’s officer but mostly as a sailor.

Finally, on March 29, 1759, opportunity knocked. While Bowen was ashore at Marblehead, Robert Hooper, a leading citizen, approached him with an invitation to join the British attack on Quebec, not as a sailor, but as a midshipman—an apprentice officer in the Royal Navy. Bowen accepted the next day. He thereby became one “of the five thousand men [from Massachusetts] which were to be raised to go by sea on board His Majesty’s ships at Halifax under Rear Admiral Durell.”
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British-American maritime power at New York harbor during the Seven Years’ War. The captured French ships in the foreground, flying white French flags under British colors, speak to British command of the sea.







THE QUEBEC EXPEDITION

The expedition that Bowen had agreed to join was a massive land and sea offensive, aimed at nothing less than the total elimination of French power in northeastern North America. In the western interior, British and American soldiers lunged at Fort Duquesne in the Ohio valley and Fort Niagara on Lake Ontario. In the east, two more armies headed for Quebec. One would advance down Lake Champlain, capture Montreal, then travel down the St. Lawrence to Quebec. The other would sail straight up the St. Lawrence.

A British-American as well as a Royal Navy–British Army venture, the Quebec expedition involved people and ships from all across Britain’s transatlantic empire. On land, about one-third of Wolfe’s nine thousand soldiers had been recruited in the American colonies. This surprisingly high percentage reflects both the years that many British units had spent in the colonies during the war and the rising population of British America.

The naval component of the British amphibious force included a quarter of the Royal Navy—forty-nine warships, crewed by 13,500 sailors and 2,100 marines. One hundred and nineteen transports crewed by a further 4,500 sailors carried troops and supplies. Vice Admiral Saunders described seventy-four of these transports as “American,” forty-five as “English.”

With the fleet “in great want of seamen,” Saunders asked for colonial sailors. In response to this request, an unknown but significant number of Americans volunteered to serve with the Royal Navy during the siege of Quebec. Like American provincial troops, they took part in the campaign, then demobilized and returned to their homes in the fall. Two hundred and forty sailors from Boston caught up with the fleet in Halifax before the expedition began. More arrived from New England over the summer. Senior naval officers treated the Americans as a distinct group known as “New England volunteers,” a group that included Ashley Bowen.

Prior to the opening of the campaign, Saunders had written to the governors of New York and Massachusetts. After informing them that “the fleet and part of the army in North America will proceed early up the River St. Lawrence to Quebec, and consequently stand in need of frequent supplies of all kinds of refreshments,” he asked that they encourage American merchants to send shipments of provisions to the British forces at Quebec. The merchant community seized this opportunity. Throughout the siege, American shipping sailed up the St. Lawrence carrying supplies to the British forces at Quebec.

At least three African American teamsters, “Jack,” “Leto,” and “Jeremy,” accompanied the expedition. They formed part of a body of civilian contractors who cared for eighty oxen and forty-two draft horses that were embarked with Wolfe’s army to haul supplies and artillery. A floating herd of 591 cattle from Boston came along to provide fresh meat for the army and the fleet.

BOWEN JOINS HMS PEMBROKE

Now a midshipman, Bowen recruited thirty-two sailors and departed with them aboard the schooner Apollo on April 12. Bowen and his followers were not the only American passengers aboard Apollo who were heading for Quebec. “We have,” he wrote, “Captain [Joseph] Goreham with a company of Rangers on board.”

On April 16, the Apollo entered Halifax harbor. On the seventeenth, Bowen joined HMS Pembroke, along with fifteen other New Englanders and fifty-eight soldiers of the Royal American Regiment.

When Bowen came aboard, John Simcoe, captain of HMS Pembroke, took some time to get to know his new American midshipman. Bowen recorded their conversation:


He said to me, “What country are you of?”

I said I was born in Marblehead.

“Did you serve your time to the sea?”

I said, “Yes, Sir.”

“What trade did you use?”

I said, up the Mediterranean.

“What part?”

I said, “From Gibraltar to Port Mahon and to Cagliari on the Island Sardinia for salt and back to Mahon and home to Boston again.”



A day later, Bowen described his accommodations:


The last night I lodged on board His Majesty’s Ship Pembroke. This morning at eight I turned out and got breakfast. Note: I mess with Mr. Buckels and Mr. Crisp [two other midshipmen]. I mess on the starboard side just abaft the pump well in the orlop [the lowest deck of the ship], and lodge in the best bower tier [where anchor cables were stored] on the same side.



—

Aboard HMS Pembroke, Bowen came under the command of Rear Admiral Philip Durell.

Educated by his aunt, Durell went to sea for the first time aboard his uncle’s ship at the age of fourteen in 1721, then spent the next five years learning his trade while serving off the Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, and New England coasts. Promoted to lieutenant in 1731 and captain in 1743, he took part in the first siege of Louisbourg in 1745. In the course of that siege, he assisted in the capture of a French warship and two merchant ships and charted Louisbourg harbor. Ten years later, Durell briefly returned to North America to reinforce a British squadron operating off Louisbourg and Newfoundland. In 1758, he played a key role in the British landing at Louisbourg.

As the British admiral with the most experience in North American waters, Durell could expect to be in the forefront of future campaigns in the region. When most of the army and the fleet that captured Louisbourg sailed for Britain, New York, or New England, Durell and his squadron remained at Halifax, ready to take the lead in the next operation.

FROM HALIFAX TO THE ST. LAWRENCE

As troops and ships assembled in Britain and British America, Durell received orders to blockade the St. Lawrence River as soon as the spring breakup of ice in the Gulf of St. Lawrence allowed him to sail from Halifax.

Following the siege of Louisbourg in 1758, the British had confirmed Canada’s vulnerability to a spring blockade when one of Wolfe’s officers questioned the crew of a captured fishing boat off Gaspé. “These prisoners,” wrote Wolfe, “assured us that there was great scarcity of provisions and great distress at Quebec” and “that the colony must be ruined, unless very early & very powerful assistance” arrived from France in 1759. In an undated note, Wolfe suggested that “a fleet at the Isle of Bic [in the lower St. Lawrence River] early in the year will probably complete the destruction of Canada.”

Durell’s mission was to do just that. Toward the end of March 1759, he began sending out small vessels to survey ice conditions on the first leg of the sea route from Halifax to Quebec. On April 8, his ships were ready for sea. Owing, however, to unfavorable winds and reports of “such quantities of ice that…it is not as yet practicable for ships to pass to the eastward, without running great danger,” the squadron did not leave Halifax harbor until May 5.

—

As Durell’s ships approached Anticosti Island in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, the captain of HMS Pembroke died on May 15. Ashley Bowen recorded the event in his journal:


At 12 this night departed this life Captain John Simcoe, who formerly commanded this ship.

[May 17] At 6…read the funeral service over the corpse of Captain John Simcoe and threw him out the Gun Room port, where he sank immediately. We hoisted our ensign and pendent half-staff as did the Admiral [flagship] and the rest of our fleet, and we fired 20 half-minute guns.



A day later, one of Durell’s ships captured a French merchant ship, the Hardie, sailing from Haiti to Quebec with a cargo of rum, molasses, sugar, and coffee. Questioning its captain seemed to confirm the wisdom of waiting for the ice to clear. “The Master of her,” wrote Durell, “reports he has been upon the coast this month past, and has not been able before to get into the Gulf, there being such quantities of ice floating about.”

The squadron entered the St. Lawrence River in late May. James Miller, a private in the Fifteenth Regiment, provides a lyrical description of the lower St. Lawrence as seen from the deck of a British ship:


We had therefore, an opportunity, of viewing, with wonder, this vast river, which resembles the Ocean, for in the middle, no land is to be seen! As you advance higher up, every object appears grand, and sublime! Nature here displays such luxury, and majesty, as commands, veneration! Rivers like seas! Mountains, reaching thru the clouds, covered with lofty trees, such variety, of fish…sea cows, seals, and porpoises.



Sublime nature notwithstanding, Durell received shattering news just a few days after he entered the St. Lawrence River. On May 27, his lookouts sighted a French schooner at anchor near Kamouraska. Captured by boats from Princess Amelia, it proved to be a fishing vessel from Quebec, carrying letters to French settlements downstream. These letters, wrote Durell, “give an account that 3 frigates…with fourteen transports were arrived at Quebec, laden with provisions & stores for the King’s Commissary there.”

This represented a major blow for the expedition and Durell. Had he arrived in time to intercept the transports, the loss of the supplies they carried would have crippled the defense of Canada. Instead, both Durell and the blockade had failed, leaving the British facing a long, grim campaign.

FIRST ASHORE

On May 28, Princess Amelia, Durell’s flagship, anchored off the Île aux Coudres, less than sixty miles from Quebec. At 6:00 p.m. on that same day, master’s mate (a senior midshipman with greater responsibilities) William Hunter, serving aboard that vessel, became one of the first members of the expedition to step onto a Canadian beach.

Twenty-eight years old, the Edinburgh-born Hunter first went to sea with his father at the age of twelve, beginning a career as a merchant sailor. He caught his first glimpse of combined operations in 1745, when the Crown pressed his ship into service as a troop transport during the Jacobite uprising. Over the next decade, Hunter battled pirates in the Mediterranean, survived a shipwreck in India, and dodged sharks in the Caribbean. One anonymous servant of an empire built on trade, he served on ships carrying tea and porcelain from China, sugar and rum from the West Indies, rice and corn from British America, and fruit from the Mediterranean.

Following the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War, he abandoned the merchant service and joined the Royal Navy. This represented an immensely rational decision for an ambitious young man with talent and energy but very little money. As a merchant sailor, Hunter could never hope to rise higher than second-in-command of a cargo ship. (Most merchant captains were part-owners of their vessels.)

The wartime navy, on the other hand, offered steady employment, reliable wages, and the chance of prize money. (Eighteenth-century navies allowed their sailors to sell captured enemy vessels—“prizes”—and divide up the money among themselves, with the largest shares going to captains and officers.) Moreover, after two years service as a midshipman, Hunter would become eligible for promotion to lieutenant. If he managed to become a commissioned officer, Hunter would gain the social status of a gentleman, a higher salary and larger share of prize money, and the economic security of a half-pay pension at the end of his active service. Viewed through Hunter’s eyes, the story of the Quebec campaign becomes the story of his personal quest for a lieutenant’s commission in the Royal Navy. Service at the siege of Louisbourg in 1758 won him Durell’s patronage and a modest promotion to master’s mate. It remained to be seen if service at Quebec would catapult him all the way to a commission as lieutenant.

When lookouts spotted several canoes and a launch on the shore of Île aux Coudres, Durell sent Hunter with three boats rowed by armed sailors to destroy them. Hunter duly smashed the offending craft, but an ebbing tide stranded his own boats above the waterline. “Our situation became now extremely perilous,” he wrote, “and as we could only launch one boat at a time, and were much exposed to an attack from the woods by the Indians, I every moment expected a retaliation from the Natives.”

Thoroughly alarmed, Hunter and his sailors dragged the boats down to the river and made their escape. Back aboard Princess Amelia, the master’s mate turned to hydrography.

CHARTING THE RIVER

In the absence of a strong French naval presence in Canadian waters, Canada’s first line of defense against attack from the sea was the intricate, dangerous navigation of the lower St. Lawrence River. The first American expedition to Canada had sailed all the way up to Quebec in 1690, but a subsequent British invasion had come to grief on August 23, 1711, when seven troop transports and a storeship ran ashore near Île aux Oeufs. Seven hundred and forty soldiers and about 150 sailors drowned in the wrecks. Following this disaster, the senior naval officers resolved that it was too dangerous to proceed farther on account of the lack of competent pilots and “the uncertainty & rapidity of the currents as by fatal experience we have found.”
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British ships sail past Île Percé en route to Quebec. Naval power allowed the British to strike at the heart of New France.







This time, the British weren’t taking any chances. The Royal Navy secured the unwilling assistance of a number of Canadian pilots; Durell organized a major survey of the river to plot a safe course for Saunders’s warships and transports.

Two British officers, one a soldier, the other a sailor, had become Saunders’s experts on the St. Lawrence River. Samuel Johannes Holland, originally from Nijmegen in the Netherlands, had served in the Dutch artillery before becoming a soldier of fortune and joining the British Army. Commissioned as a lieutenant in the Sixtieth (Royal American) Regiment, he had served as assistant engineer during the siege of Louisbourg. James Cook, master (navigator) of HMS Pembroke, is best known as Captain Cook, the celebrated Pacific explorer.

Using captured French maps, Holland and Cook spent the winter of 1758–59 producing a chart of the Gulf of St. Lawrence and lower St. Lawrence River. Now they employed the data gathered by Cook himself, other ship’s masters, and junior officers like Hunter and Bowen to verify and refine their work. Cook subsequently published the results as A New Chart of the River St. Lawrence, which became the standard nautical chart for ships heading for Quebec.

This chart proved to be the single deadliest weapon deployed by the British-American forces in the course of the campaign. Together with sailing directions compiled by Cook and Holland and the enforced assistance of Canadian pilots, it allowed the invasion fleet to breach Canada’s outer defenses and ascend the St. Lawrence without delay and without loss.

With the main body of the fleet coming up fast, on June 8 Durell sent the Boscawen, a small auxiliary vessel mounting sixteen guns, to sail downstream to deliver this information to Vice Admiral Saunders.

CHARLES SAUNDERS

One of the most remarkable yet unheralded figures of the Seven Years’ War, Charles Saunders was competent, professional, and lucky. In the 1740s, the first two qualities allowed him to survive a voyage around the world, leaving as a lieutenant and returning as a captain. The third made him rich, when he gained forty thousand pounds in prize money from the capture of a Spanish treasure ship. George Anson, Saunders’s commander on his global cruise, served as First Lord of the Admiralty during the Seven Years’ War.

High professional standing and Anson’s patronage won Saunders the command of the naval component of the Quebec expedition in 1759. Eclipsed for two centuries by the celebrity of James Wolfe, Saunders played an equally important role in the Quebec campaign and deserves equal standing as a historical actor.

ON TO QUEBEC

Boscawen met Saunders at the Île du Bic, whereupon the admiral ordered it farther downstream to carry copies of the chart and sailing directions to HMS Diana, escorting a flotilla of transports.

Upriver, Durell sent part of his squadron past the Île aux Coudres, sounding as they went. By June 9, the leading elements of the fleet had reached the Traverse, a notoriously dangerous channel that ran diagonally across the river from the north shore to the northwest tip of the Île d’Orléans, then between the island and the south shore. Undaunted, the British and American sailors, including Ashley Bowen, pressed ahead, sounding and marking the channel: “At 4 A.M.,” wrote Bowen,


sent pinnace and cutter well armed to sound to the SW of us. The Commodore and the other ships did likewise. I went with our Sailing Master [James Cook] in our cutter a-sounding for the channel through the Traverse.



Looking back in later life, Bowen reveled in detailing his association with the famous navigator:


Mr. Cook would have me go with him wherever he went a-sounding or discovering…and he did not forget me on Banian Days [days when meat was not included in the ship’s rations] to dine with him.



By June 14, the survey was complete and the channel marked:


We sent a boat from our ship and one from the Devonshire and another one on the easternmost rocks of the Traverse and the other on the westernmost, one with a white flag and the other with a red, and, having a leading wind, we all came to sail and run through the Traverse.



Looking ashore at the Île d’Orléans from HMS Neptune, Lieutenant Edward Coats later admired “this island which for its fertility, is justly called the Garden of Quebec.”

On the twenty-sixth, Saunders himself took station off the island, located just below Quebec. The first soldiers went ashore the next day. For the first time since 1690, a foreign fleet had reached Quebec, and a foreign army had landed on Canadian soil.

At this pivotal moment in North American history, Captain John Knox of the Forty-Third Regiment took time out from the serious business of invasion and conquest to enjoy the local sights and critique the work of Canadian artists: “As we halted for some time on the beach, after we came on shore, I went with some other officers to take a view of the church, which is a neat building with a steeple and spire: all the ornaments of the altar were removed, a few indifferent paintings only remaining.”

The safe arrival of the British-American fleet and army represented a triumph for Saunders and a potential catastrophe for New France. Saunders’s most celebrated passenger, James Wolfe, had come to Quebec determined to take the city or destroy it. While crossing the Atlantic to take up his command, the British major general had declared,


If, by accident in the River, by the Enemy’s resistance, by sickness, or slaughter in the Army, or, from any other cause, we find, that Quebec is not likely to fall into our hands (persevering however to the last moment) I propose to set the Town on fire with Shells, to destroy the Harvest, Houses, & Cattle, both above & below, to send off as many Canadians as possible to Europe, & to leave famine and desolation behind me.
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Charles Saunders. Overshadowed by James Wolfe, Saunders played an equally important role in the Quebec campaign.











CHAPTER 3

James Wolfe in Love and War

The year 1759 started out very well for James Wolfe. Not only had he received his first independent command, but after years of heartbreak over a failed romance his social life was finally looking up. A year before the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War, Wolfe had confessed, “Though I suppose myself recovered in a great measure from my disorder that my extravagant love for Miss Lawson threw me into, yet I never hear her name mentioned without a twitch, or hardly ever think of her with indifference.”

Following his triumphant return to Britain after the siege of Louisbourg, Wolfe finally forgot Elizabeth Lawson when he renewed a previous acquaintance with Katherine Lowther, the daughter of a former governor of Barbados. They fell in love and agreed to marry. Before Wolfe’s departure, Lowther gave him a book of fashionably depressing verse, the ninth edition of Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard. He carried this token of future happiness aboard HMS Neptune, along with her miniature portrait and a fixed intention to conquer Canada or leave the colony a smoking ruin.

—

James Wolfe was an eighteenth-century army brat and second-generation amphibious warrior. His father, Lieutenant General Edward Wolfe, took part in a disastrous seaborne attack on Cartagena de Indias (in what is now Colombia) in 1741. Wolfe, who had just received a commission in his father’s battalion, the First Marines, did not accompany the expedition. He soon transferred into another regiment and embarked for service in Germany.
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William DeLaune sketched this portrait inside a copy of Humphrey Bland’s Treatise of Military Discipline, which he had received as a gift from Wolfe some years before.







The young lieutenant quickly displayed a talent for war. Able, ambitious, and enjoying the patronage of his father’s network of friends, Wolfe rose rapidly through the ranks. As an adjutant at sixteen and battalion commander at twenty-one, he earned a reputation as a superb administrator and innovative trainer and tactician. Service in Germany and Scotland gave him an opportunity to display both skill and courage on the battlefield. The Seven Years’ War ended the land-based phase of Wolfe’s career and introduced him to amphibious warfare and siegecraft.

Wolfe’s Seven Years’ War began in 1757 with an appointment as quartermaster general of a force bound for an amphibious assault on Rochefort, on the western coast of France. The expedition failed, but Wolfe emerged with an enhanced reputation, promotion to colonel, and strong opinions on the conduct of amphibious assaults.

When more senior officers first delayed, then canceled the landing rather than run the risk of bad weather stranding troops onshore, Wolfe ignored naval realities and produced an astringent analysis of their apparent timidity. “Pushing on smartly is the road to success,” he wrote. “An Admiral should endeavour to run into an enemy’s port immediately after he appears before it, that he should anchor the transport ships, & frigates as close as can be to the land, that he should reconnoitre & observe it as quick as possible, & lose no time in getting the troops on shore.”

At Rochefort, he told his father, the British failed because they hesitated and consulted instead of striking fast and hard: “We lost the lucky moment in war, and are not able to recover it.”

In 1758, the Louisbourg campaign gave Wolfe his first experience of siege warfare and made him a popular hero. Serving under Jeffery Amherst, Wolfe led the troops that seized a beachhead east of the city and commanded the artillery that demolished a major French battery, destroyed three French warships, and blew a breach in the curtain wall.

It also gave him an opportunity to advocate the export to North America of the brutal tactics employed by the British in Scotland after the defeat of the Jacobite revolt in 1745. “I can’t help wishing,” he wrote before the siege, “that Louisbourg should be totally demolished, and all the inhabitants of those islands sent to Europe.”

Wolfe got his wish. When the French capitulated, the British deported every resident of Louisbourg, soldiers and civilians alike, across the Atlantic to France. Only an empty shell remained, garrisoned by British troops until they demolished the fortifications and abandoned the remaining buildings, which gradually fell into ruin.
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