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ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN


LOUISBOURG: A MILITARY AND ECONOMIC STRONGHOLD

“Isle Royale protects all the French trade in North America, and is of no small consequence to the trade they conduct further south. If they [the French] had nothing in this part of the world, their ships which come back from Saint-Domingue [Haiti] or Martinique, would not be safe on the Grand Banks of Newfoundland, especially in times of war. Finally, being at the entrance of the gulf [of St Lawrence], she controls totally that river.”

This description of the importance of Isle Royale (or Cape Breton Island) in the Lettres et Mémoires (1760) of Thomas Pichon sums up perfectly the strategic importance of Cape Breton Island during the reigns of Louis XV of France and George II of Great Britain. Louisbourg, the capital of the French colony of Isle Royale, took on a pivotal role in the great contest for the domination of North America: whoever controlled the island and the fortress of Louisbourg had the key to New France.

Cape Breton Island was known to European sailors from the turn of the 16th century, and some believe it was discovered by John Cabot. Certainly, English, French, Spanish and Portuguese sailors frequented the area, and in the 1520s a Portuguese colony was apparently attempted but it failed. There were subsequently a few modest, short-lived settlements. The European presence was basically seasonal as it was based on exploiting the fisheries. The first recorded European visit to what would become Louisbourg harbor was by the Englishman Captain Charles Leigh in the Chancewell on 7 July 1597. The place became known as Havre à L’Anglois (English Harbor).

The history of the French on Cape Breton Island is interlinked with that of the early French settlements in Acadia (which roughly encompassed western Nova Scotia and eastern New Brunswick) and Placentia (southern Newfoundland). The first French settlements were established by the French explorer Samuel de Champlain at Isle Sainte-Croix (near St Andrews, New Brunswick) in 1603. He moved on to build an enclosed “habitation” at Port Royal (near Annapolis Royal, Nova Scotia) in 1604, and founded Quebec in 1608. From that time small settlements were established in what the French called Acadia. Times were often turbulent for these settlers. The original Port Royal was destroyed in 1613 by English colonial privateers from Virginia, but the settlement was rebuilt nearby and prospered. Over the years, Acadia was subject to various attacks and invasions by New Englanders, and also suffered occasional civil strife. During the 1660s and 1670s, Louis XIV took some measures to consolidate the French positions in Acadia and installed a permanent station on the southern coast of Newfoundland to protect French interests in the Grand Bank fisheries. By the 1680s, permanent garrisons of colonial troops were being established, both in Acadia and Placentia, and ships going back and forth from Europe to North America and the West Indies made frequent stopovers.

The wars between the French and English during the 1690s and early 1700s brought much military activity to the area. Port Royal and Placentia were attacked several times, first by the New Englanders alone and, eventually, with help from Britain. For all that, the French gave as good as they got. The frontier of Maine was devastated by the Chevalier de Saint-Castin and his Abenakis and Micmac Indian allies; the English fishery stations in Newfoundland were devastated and St John’s captured by the French. Eventually, Port Royal, the capital of Acadia, was captured by a large combined British and New England force in 1710 and renamed Annapolis Royal.

The Treaty of Utrecht, signed in 1713 between Britain and France, conceded Acadia (which confirmed it as Nova Scotia) and Newfoundland to Britain. France, however, kept Cape Breton Island and Isle Saint-Jean (the future Prince Edward Island). In July 1713, some 150 French colonists sailed from Placentia to Isle Royale, as Cape Breton Island was now rebaptized and resettled at the most likely harbor, Havre à L’Anglois, now renamed Port Saint-Louis. There were other settlements in the years to follow, notably at Port Toulouse (now St Peter’s) and Port Dauphin (St Ann’s), but in 1719, Port Saint-Louis was renamed Louisbourg and a fortress and naval base erected. They were inaugurated in 1720 and, for the next 23 years, a town surrounded by substantial fortifications rose.

Apparently, when presented with more bills to pay for Louisbourg’s construction, Louis XV once said that he expected to see its spires from Versailles’ windows. The story is, no doubt, apocryphal. For all the expenses recorded, it was only a small part of France’s vast expenditure on works on dozens of other fortresses at the time. And even then, Louisbourg never had a real citadel. True, Louisbourg did not come cheap, but on the other hand, it was a commercial success. It provided French Grand Banks fishermen with a secure harbor and their activities, which had been ruined during Queen Anne’s War, were totally restored by 1718 and expanded thereafter. In spite of having a short season, Louisbourg’s harbor became the scene of intense maritime traffic from France, Canada, the West Indies and the British 13 colonies – these last included a fair amount of smuggling.
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The “Habitation” of Port Royal, built by Samuel de Champlain in 1604, was the nucleus to the French settlements on Canada’s Atlantic coast, a presence which ended with the capture of Louisbourg in 1758. (Print after Champlain)
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Three medals marked “Lusovicoburgum Fundatum et Munitum M DCC XX” (Louisbourg founded and armed 1720) with the profile of young King Louis XV. They were found in the cornerstone of the King’s Bastion, encased in a rectangle of leather-covered wood. (Fortress Louisbourg National Historic Site, Louisbourg, Nova Scotia)


TAKEN AND HANDED BACK

By the 1740s, the town had grown to about 4,000 souls and had, according to some accounts, become the fourth busiest harbor in North America. The New Englanders hated the outright competition, and one suspects the Bible-quoting volunteers who, almost incredibly, took Louisbourg in 1745, also wanted to appropriate this exceptionally good commercial port. The town’s population was deported to France while Britain immediately posted a strong garrison there. France wanted Louisbourg back and in 1746, sent out a fleet under the Duke d’Anville carrying five battalions and a train of artillery. It was cursed by bad luck and dispersed by a hurricane. D’Anville and many men subsequently died of sickness and the remnants limped back to France.

By the 1748 Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, Fortress Louisbourg was returned to France. It seems the British wanted Madras (India) back as it had been captured by the French. Needless to say, the New Englanders were not amused and indeed quite bitter. This reaffirmed that Louisbourg was more than just a successful commercial port, it was a strategic naval base which could command the North Atlantic if a strong enough fleet was posted there. It was the sentry to Canada and its vast expanses deep into North America. The French doubled the garrison and, from then on, sizable French warships patrolled the waters around Isle Royale. However, Louisbourg’s fortifications benefited from only summary repairs. The emphasis was on rebuilding trade and commerce and, within a few years, the town was flourishing again with a population of about 4,500 souls.

[image: image]

A view of Fortress Louisbourg in 1731. Less than a dozen years after its foundation, the town flourished and had achieved the general appearance it would keep until July 1758. (Print after Verrier)
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Although they seemed formidable, Louisbourg’s fortifications had many defects. The masonry was crumbling in many of the existing works and needed repair. In 1754, Col. Franquet, a senior engineer, was sent to the fortress to improve it. His efforts were generally ineffective as the French government would not grant enough money. To be truly safe, the Royal Battery would require major defenses on its landward side. A strong fort should be built on Lighthouse Point to fully secure the harbor’s entrance and prevent the Island Battery from being bombarded. The town’s ramparts and bastions needed counter-guards, ravelins and demi-lunes. Most of all, Louisbourg needed a citadel. Such a project seemed so hopeless insofar as official approval was concerned that the engineers did not even propose plans they knew would be rejected. The British called the King’s Bastion the “Citadel” but it was merely a big bastion. Louisbourg did not have a proper citadel, the ultimate stronghold found in most fortified cities. Thus, in the event of heavy bombardments or of a breach followed by an assault, there was no ultimate redoubt.
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The crenellated walls of the Dauphin Bastion.
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View of the gun platform inside the Dauphin Bastion, mounted with 24-pdr. cannon.
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The Dauphin Gate 1733, the main gate leading into Louisbourg. It was next to the Dauphin Bastion. From top to bottom: the gate seen from inside the city, seen from outside, floor plan of the officers’ guard house (left) and the soldiers’ guard house (right). (National Archives of Canada, C15668)

On its side, Britain also had to act if it was to challenge the French forces in that area. In 1749, Halifax was founded to act as a naval base, and rapidly grew to be a sizable town and the capital of Nova Scotia. During the 1750s (as indeed in later periods of its history), Halifax was the assembly point for large combined operations of sea and land forces. There were always several ships-of-the-line in its harbor or in the area, and two or three infantry regiments in garrison besides auxiliary troops.

As the eastern part of Nova Scotia developed, its western part increasingly worried the British authorities. It was settled with some 9,000 Acadians of French origin. While there were raids by French and Indians, the great majority of Acadians remained neutral, but to no avail. In the name of “security” Governor Charles Lawrence, who was later to be one of Amherst’s brigadiers at Louisbourg, decreed the deportation of the whole populace in July 1755. In what would now be called “ethnic cleansing” thousands were gathered by troops as their farms were torched during August and September. After being concentrated in camps for a time, they were embarked on rickety vessels and dropped off all along the American coast. Family members were often separated, never to see each other again. Hundreds died of sickness and, many say, of grief. This awful deed, which inspired Longfellow’s famous poem Evangeline, solved nothing insofar as security was concerned. On the contrary, the situation worsened.

Some Acadians managed to escape and bitterly sought vengeance. They had nothing to lose, with their livelihoods gone and many of their loved ones dead of exposure. Raids on British outposts multiplied. For the British, a simple stroll on the outskirts of Halifax was no longer a safe endeavor. In June 1755, the French frontier forts of Beauséjour and Gaspareau at the straits of Chignectou were captured by British and New England troops which secured the frontier leading to the western part of Nova Scotia. However, following the deportation of the Acadians, the situation became so unsafe that entire regiments had to be posted to that area. The soldiers hardly dared leave their forts, and even wood-cutting parties required heavy escorts as John Knox’s journal (published in 1769) tells us. Some of the Acadians had become experts at partisan warfare and were assisted by Abenakis and Micmac Indians. Arms and supplies were sent while, from Canada, officers well versed in bush warfare arrived to train these bitter men. The most notable was Lt. Charles de Boishébert.

All this had immediate repercussions in the whole area. If the Acadian raiders could maintain a permanent threat on the frontier and if a sufficient French naval force could be kept in Louisbourg to threaten the western coast of Nova Scotia, the British colony would be hemmed in, just like the western frontiers of Massachusetts and other New England colonies had been for half a century by the French and Indians.
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The attack on Louisbourg in 1745. The Royal Navy’s contribution is enhanced in this English print.


OPPOSING PLANS


BRITISH PLANS

The local Acadian grievances coincided with the outbreak of the Seven Years War in Europe (1756–63). If Britain and New England were to break this French-backed stranglehold, vast military and naval resources would be required. Lord Loudoun, commander-in-chief in North America during 1756–57, had devised the master strategy for the conquest of New France. It called for three powerful armies to attack, through the Ohio Valley, by Lake Champlain and by the St Lawrence River. The ultimate objective was for all three armies to meet at Montreal. Great resources would be needed for such a plan to succeed, but approval was obtained from Prime Minister William Pitt and the highest political authorities in Britain. This shifted the main emphasis of the British war effort to America.

British troops were sent to New England in unprecedented numbers, while the various American colonies raised more “provincial” regiments than ever before. Loudoun’s strategic plan also required a near-perfect control of the seas, especially the North Atlantic, by the Royal Navy. At the beginning of the Seven Years War the French fleet was certainly the weaker contender after decades of neglect by its government; however, it was still the second most powerful navy in the world and it would take three years for the British to subdue it. This was especially vital for that part of the British plan which called for the invasion of Canada via the St Lawrence and up to Quebec. Such a project was unthinkable without first taking Fortress Louisbourg, France’s most powerful naval base in North America. It was impossible to by-pass Louisbourg and leave such a dangerous haven for a French squadron. So, Louisbourg simply had to be taken and that could only be done once naval opposition had been neutralized.
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William Pitt the Elder (1708–78), the architect of Britain’s overseas imperial and maritime strategy, which resulted in the fall of New France and of French India. Created Earl of Chatham in 1766, he is shown wearing his peer’s robe. (Print after R. Brompton)

Once that was done, the problem would be to land. This was crucial to the success of the whole campaign. The shores around Louisbourg are very rocky and the only real beach nearby is at La Cormorandière (also called Kennington Cove). This is where the New Englanders had landed in 1745, and Boscawen and Amherst decided to try it again in 1758. Once landed and entrenched safely in a fortified camp, the British would try to take control of the Royal Battery (called the Grand Battery by the British), which covered the inner harbor; with it, they could then shoot at the French warships within. Another important target was Lighthouse Point as it commanded the Island Battery at the harbor’s entrance; a strong battery artillery emplacement might reduce the French battery on the island. The rest of the siege operations would be the classic encirclement tactics. The various heights would be captured and the British would close in, building batteries and trenches, until they reached to the town’s walls. Eventually, the bombardments would become very intense, a breach would be made and a general assault would be launched.
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