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- British soldiers nearly met disaster when they tried
to storm the beaches at the Cape Breton fortress

250 Jears, ago,

r favour. by A. J. B. Johnston \

The Expedition against Cape Breton in Nova Scotia,
‘1745, engraving by Bowles Carrington, circa 1769-1793.
Thirteen years after this attack, the British would return
to Louisbourg to once again attempt to take the fortress
from the French.

ut then a lucky break turned th tlde
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Reverse of British
medal struck to
honour Admiral
Edward
Boscawen’s
leadership at
Louisbourg in
1758. Boscawen
commanded the
British naval
forces during the
siege. The medal
shows Drucour,
the French gover-
nor, kneeling in
surrender to a
British officer.
The other side of
the brass medal
features a bust of
Boscawen.

i8

eading for the ramparts of Louisbourg in
the early morning hours of June 1, 1758,
rushing to see for himself what his sen-
tries were reporting, Governor Augustin
de Boschenry de Drucour was filled as
much with dread as with an energized
sense of duty. It was no secret to anyone
that the coming clash, so long antici-
pated, was going to be crucial. Never
before in the century and a half of impe-

rial rivalry in North America had
France and Great Britain sent the kind of armies and
navies that they were now sending across the ocean. If
Louisbourg fell, one of Louis XV’s major bastions on the
continent would ... well, Drucour didn’t want to think
about that.

At daybreak, sentries shouted that there were sails
down the coast in Gabarus Bay. Drucour, head of the col-
onies of Tle Royale (Cape Breton Island) and fle Saint-Jean
(Prince Edward Island), did not doubt the news. He knew
British ships had overwintered in Halifax and that a much
larger number had recently arrived from England. Stand-
ing atop the ramparts, his heart may have skipped a beat
as he counted the vessels. There were seventy — but there
were more to come, for a total of twenty-four ships of the
line, nineteen frigates, sloops, and fireships, and nearly 130
transports carrying nearly two thousand pieces of ord-
nance among them. Drucour must have feared he was
looking at certain defeat.

The fifty-five-year-old French commander was able
enough. Butin truth, he had never wanted to be posted to
this cold, damp, and dismal North Atlantic fortress.
However, the minister of marine had insisted. A
career naval officer, Drucour had worked his
way steadily up the ranks. But he had never
commanded on land and was not wealthy
enough to handle the expenses a governor
was expected to put out — such as provid-
ing lavish entertainment for the young
noblemen under his command. Thus he
went deeply in debt.

He had arrived in Louisbourg in 1754, just as
fresh hostilities between France and Britain were
breaking out. Each year that followed, Drucour had done
his best to get Louisbourg ready for the expected British
assault, yet he knew how vulnerable the stronghold was.

It was especially vulnerable in 1758. Louisbourg relied
heavily on French ships for both provisions and protection,
but British squadrons had that spring prevented most of
the ships bound for Louisbourg from crossing the ocean.

Having confirmed the British presence, Drucour gave
his orders. French drummers beat the générale, the drum-
beat that signalled an emergency. Militia were com-
manded to go to their assigned posts after they completed
the religious procession of Corpus Christi, scheduled for
later in the day: Senior officers took command of the forces
— French regulars, Acadian partisans, and aboriginal war-
riors — who were already camped at the beaches where

June - July 2008  The Beaver

£60EY¥60003/¥AYNYD SIAIHIUY ANV AYVYEIT

the British were expected to land.
The beach considered most
likely to draw the British was Anse
de la Cormorandiére (Kennington
Cove, sometimes called Freshwater
Cove), where nearly a thousand defenders
were waiting.

massive expedition against Louisbourg finally

anchored in Gabarus Bay, Major-General Jeffery
Ambherst sat down aboard the HMS Namur to write a
speech for the roughly thirteen thousand officers and
enlisted men under his command. A meticulous and pru-
dent administrator — it was his first time commanding a
large army— the forty-one-year old Amherst tried to cover
all the bases in his address.

Everyone was to show “Zeal & Valour” because “His
Majesty & the Nation ... [have] their Eyes fixd on the Oper-
ation of this great Fleet & Army.” Troops were to pay “exact
Obedience to all orders” and “to live in Friendship & Har-
mony amongst each other.” Each soldier’s well-being was

T wo days later, on June 3, 1758, with all ships in the
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a priority, so there were ample provisions and medical
facilities. On the other hand, the “least Murmur or Com-
plaint ... will be checked with the greatest severity, and
Backwardness in sights of the Enemy will be Punished
with imediate Death.” Anyone who deserted would be
“hangd with Infamy as a Traitor.”

Ambherst next spelled out what the units were to do
during the landing. Regular infantry soldiers were to
advance on the French positions, “discharge their Pieces
loaded with two Balls and then rush upon them with their
Bayonets.” Members of the newly raised Highland regi-
ments, some of whom had fought against the English
army in Scotland little more than a decade earlier, were to
run upon the enemy “with their drawen Swords.” The light
infantry troops were “to oppose the Indians, Canadians
and other Painted Savages of the Island” and make “these
Howling Barbarians ... fly before them.”

Jeffery Amherst had strong opinions about native
fighters. The scalping and killing of British prisoners by
aboriginal warriors after the surrender of Fort William
Henry in 1757 was fresh in his mind. Amherst’s anti-native
sentiments would lead him, only a fewyears later, to sanc-
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tion the idea — horrific today, though not in the eigh-
teenth century — of spreading smallpox-infested blankets
among Britain’s aboriginal enemies in the Ohio country.
In his speech, Amherst displayed confidence that
everything was going to proceed smoothly. Once the men
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Above:

A View of Louis-
bourg in North
America Taken
from the Light-
house when that
city was besieged
in 1758. Late 1700s
engraving with
watercolour based
on painting by
Captain Charles
Ince. Engraver
unknown.

Left:

Sir Jeffrey Amherst
This miniature,
donein 1765,isa
copy made from a
portrait by Sir
Joshua Reynolds.
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French infantry return fire on
British forces outside the walls
of Fortress Louisbourg during
Encampment '99, a battle
re-enactment held in 1999.
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were ashore, he asserted, “the Business is half

done.” Siege camps would be established “slightly
Entrenched or Pallisaded, that the men may ly quiet in
their Tents.” The rest of the address focused on practical
matters, like the reminder that “a Man who is Drunk on
any kind of Duty will be Punish'd without mercy.”

As the French watched, the British waited for the
gusting winds and rolling waves to calm down so they
could send their small boats ashore. They finally found
their chance.
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LOUISBOURG: THE

1713: Louisbourg settled 1719: Construction begins
as a fishing port on the on a stone fortress that is so
newly founded French massive it eventually

colony of fle Royale becomes known as the

(Cape Breton Island). “Gibraltar of North America.”

As midnight struck and the calendar rolled over to
June 8, sailors extinguished most visible lights on the Brit-
ish transports anchored in Gabarus Bay. The exceptions
were at the waterlines of three ships, where lanterns hung
over the sides to signal where the landing boats were to
form before setting off for three different beaches. Two of
the flotillas were to be diversions, intended to keep French
defenders from reinforcing the intended landing beach,
Anse de la Cormorandiere.

The third and key flotilla was under the command of
thirty-one-year-old Brigadier James Wolfe, an officer eager
to take risks if they led to glory. It was Wolfe who would
lead the amphibious descent at Cormorandiére.

Between midnight and 2 a.m., soldiers lowered them-
selves and their muskets into the waiting boats, taking
great care to muffle the sounds of their movements. Each
soldier carried enough bread and cheese for two days. The




The British invading fleet arrived south-
west of Louisbourg in Gabarus Bay on
June 1 (see inset map lower right).
French defenders at Anse de la Cor-
morandiére (Freshwater Cove on inset
map), Pointe Platte (Flat Point) and
Pointe Blanche (White Point) held the
attackers at bay until Brigadier James
Wolfe stumbled onto a hidden,
unguarded landing place at
Cormorandiere.

PHOENIX FORIRESS

1745: New Englanders 1748: The fortified town
mount an attack a year after and the colony of il

war declared between Britain ~ Royale are given back to
and France. It is captured the French under the
after a forty-six-day siege. Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle.

matériel that would sustain the assault — tents, blankets,
provisions, field artillery pieces, and other essentials —
would come later.

Several thousand British soldiers bobbed in their
small boats in somewhat rough water for two hours while
anaval officer rowed closer to shore to assess the surf. He
found it was “not such as to prevent Boats landing.” The
descent could go ahead.

The sun was just beginning to brighten the sky at 4
a.m. as the guns on several British warships began to fire.
Drummers within the walls of Louisbourg responded by
beating the générale. Drucour sent one contingent of sol-
diers to the closest headland, Pointe Blanche; another
headed to nearby high ground.

About 4:15 a.m., with the bombardment continu-
ing, the British landing boats received the signal to set
off for land.

1758: Lotusbourg is
besieged a second time
by an overwhelming Brit-
ish force. The French sur-
render after seven weeks.
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1760: The British systematically
blow up Louisbourg’s surround-
ing fortifications. Many cut
stones are carried off and used
in buildings still standing today.

1961: The Canadian govern-
ment begins reconstruction
of one-fifth of the original
town and one-quarter of the
fortifications.

SOURCE: PARKS CANADA

Peering into the dawn, the French onshore saw two
flotillas of small boats: a large one heading toward Pointe
Platte (Flat Point) and Pointe Blanche (White Point) and a
smaller one bound for Anse de la Cormorandiére .

The three French positions were all located
south of Louisbourg and overlooked
Gabarus Bay. Only at Cormorandiere, the
placement farthest to the west, did the
French commander have his men
hold their fire. Amherst wrote:

Eighteenth-century hand grenade dis- |
z covered on a beach near Louisbourg.
These hollow iron balls, packed with
gunpowder, exploded into a hail of
5 deadly shrapnel.
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