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The world in 1744. With the exception of northwestern North America and boundaries between 1744 and 1763, the year France’s dream of an empire in
Australia and New Zealand, the shapes of the continents were well known. North America came to an end.
There would be significant changes in national and territorial Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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New France in 1755. Stretching north and south, from Labrador to Louisiana,
and east and west, from Isle Royale to beyond the Great Lakes, New France
was vastly underpopulated in comparison with the British colonies along the
Atlantic seaboard. In 1744, there were perhaps 90 000 French in the New
World compared with roughly one million British.

Jean Palairet, A Concise Description of the English arid French Possessions in
North-America, for the Better Explaining of the Map Published with That
Title (London: Printed by . Haberkom, 1755).




... the island of Louisbourg or Cape Breton, then important for the
French, (was) situated at the mouth of the St. Lawrence River [and
was] the key to their possessions in North America. This territory
had been confirmed French by the peace of Utrecht. Cod fishing,
which is practised in those parts, was a useful commerce that for
years employed more than five hundred small vessels .... It was a
school for sailors; and this commerce ... made work for ten thousand
men and circulated ten million (livres].
Voltaire
Précis du siécle de Louis XV
1768
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Atlantic Canada in 1744. An inverted map like this one demonstrates clearly
the strategic role Louisbourg could have played as the “Guardian of the Gulf
of St. Lawrence.” The port was never able to fully capitalize on that potential
because France failed to commit enough warships to the region.

Archives du Génie, Vincennes.
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Isle Royale. Formerly called Cap Breton, the island was given its grander
name when the French established a colony there in 1713. A few years later
Louisbourg became the colony’s administrative centre and in 1719 work
began on the new capital’s fortifications. As a colony, Isle Royale also includ-
ed the nearby island of Isle Saint-Jean (Prince Edward Island).

Bibliotheque nationale, Paris.
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Louisbourg circa 1717: the settlement begins. Even in the beginning the har-
bour was full of ships. Close to both rich fishing banks and lucrative trade
lanes, Louisbourg soon became one of the busiest ports in the New World.
Bibliotheque nationale, Paris.
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Louisbourg and Isle Royale
An Explanatory Note

The colony of Isle Royale (which included modern Cape Breton and
Prince Edward Island) was founded by the French in 1713 in the
aftermath of the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-13). With Nova
Scotia and Newfoundland ceded to Great Britain by the terms of the
Treaty of Utrecht, France established the new colony with three major
goals in mind: first, to be able to continue to exploit the valuable cod
fishery; second, to develop a trading and transhipment centre for
intercolonial and transatlantic trade, and third, to maintain a strate-
gic base in the region. Within a few years of the establishment of Isle
Royale, Louisbourg became the economic, strategic and administra-
tive centre of the new colony.

Isle Royale was but one of numerous regions or sub-colonies
which made up the larger colony of New France. The most populous
and best-known of the regions was Canada, the area along the St.
Lawrence from Montréal to just north of Quebec City. After 1713
other regions included Labrador, Louisiana, the Postes du Roi (from
La Malbaie to Sept-iles on the north shore of the St. Lawrence), the
Pays d’en Haut or interior, and the “Western Sea.” It was too vast a ter-
ritory to be administered directly from Quebec City where the gov-
ernor-general and intendant resided, so each sub-colony had its own
government. In the case of Isle Royale, the senior positions in the
government were a governor or commandant and a commissaire-
ordonnateur, who generally corresponded directly with their superior
in France, the minister of the Marine.

Although a formal colony was not established on Cape Breton
until 1713, fishermen from France and other European countries had
used its harbours on a seasonal basis from at least the early 1500s.
The first attempt to begin a permanent settlement occurred in 1629
when a Scot, Lord Ochiltree, erected a fort at Baleine, just north of
where Louisbourg would be founded 84 years later. Ochiltree's fort
was destroyed by Charles Daniel, a French captain, soon after it was
built. Daniel, that same summer of 1629, established a fort and small
community of his own at St. Ann's, Cape Breton. The settlement there
lasted about a dozen years. During the latter half of the 17th century
Nicholas Denys established a small settlement, including a fort, at St.
Peters. Fire destroyed that tiny community in 1668 and there were no
colonizing efforts on the island before the founding of Isle Royale in
1713. At that time it was reported that there was but a single
Frenchman and 25 to 30 Mi’kmaq families on the island.
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Louisbourg, 1731. In less than two decades the settlement had become a
major colonial town. With its splendid architecture and massive fortifica-
tions, visiting merchants and fishermen from New England were inevitably
impressed by France's Isle Royale stronghold.

Bibliotheque nationale, Paris.

The settlement party that sailed to Louisbourg in 1713 numbered
about 250 men, women and children. By 1734 Louisbourg's military
and civilian population was recorded to be 1683; three years later it
was more than 2000. There are no census data on the town for the
1740s but its population in 1744 is thought to have been between 2500
and 3000 people, an estimate that does not include the hundreds of
sailors and fishermen who came into port during each shipping sea-
son.
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The town and harbour. Drawn in 1742, this plan shows 18th-century
Louisbourg in its entirety: the fortified town on the peninsula, the houses and
fishing properties along the shore, the Royal and Island Batteries, the light-
house and careening wharf and, of course, the spacious harbour.

Archives du Génie, Vincennes.
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An Introduction to 1744

To tell people that the Fortress of Louisbourg is a partial reconstruc-
tion of an 18th-century colonial town is not to tell them very much.
Like any other century, the 18th was a complex era which suggests
different things to different people. To some it means Washington,
Jefferson and Franklin; to others Wolfe and Montcalm, Mozart and
Haydn, Voltaire and Rousseau, Gainsborough and David. To still oth-
ers, it was an era of profound differences between social classes with-
in the same society and among people of differing racial back-
grounds. It was a time when millions of slaves were transported from
Africa to the Americas, including a couple of hundred to Louisbourg;
and when untold numbers of Aboriginal peoples were affected by
advancing European settlers and the diseases they carried. Visitors
to the fortress bring with them their own perceptions of the 18th cen-
tury, then they are told that they will see not an outdoor museum of
a “typical” 18th-century town, but a reconstruction of a historic sea-
port and fortress at a very particular point in its history — the sum-
mer of 1744.

Seventeen forty-four. Doubtless the year itself means little to
most people and they must wonder what it was about that year in
Louisbourg’s history that sets it apart from other years before and
after it. Many must also wonder exactly where 1744 fits into their
own perceptions of the 18th century. Was Louis XIV the King of
France and was George III on the throne of Great Britain then? Was
that when Mozart was writing music or when Constable was paint-
ing? Had Halifax been founded by that date? Informed that the
answers to all of these questions are “no,” they would probably
appreciate some orientation as to who was who and what was hap-
pening in 1744.

They might be interested to learn that the estimated world pop-
ulation in 1744 was 700 million (of which less than one-thousandth of
one per cent lived on Cape Breton, or as it was then known, Isle
Royale). They would probably be surprised to be informed that in
1744 the French and British were using different calendars (respec-
tively Gregorian and Julian), 11 days apart. When it turned 12 July in
Louisbourg, Québec or Paris, the inhabitants at Annapolis Royal,
Boston or London considered the date to be 1 July. (The Gregorian
calendar — followed in this book — was not adopted by Great
Britain until 1752.)

Seventeen forty-four was the year which witnessed the deaths of
English poet Alexander Pope and Swedish scientist Anders Celsius,
inventor of the centigrade thermometer. In France the best-known
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Town plan, 1744. Though this plan shows only royal buildings, not private
dwellings, it does indicate the carefully laid-out block structure within the
walls of Louisbourg. A couple of the features, the barracks near the Princess
Demi-Bastion and the long storehouse (H), were still in the planning stages
in 1744.

Archives du Génie, Vincennes.

living writers were Marivaux and Voltaire, while in Britain Samuel
Richardson and Henry Fielding were the most popular novelists. The
most celebrated composers in Europe were Handel and Bach, each of
whom turned 59 in 1744. Haydn was only 12 years old and Mozart
would not be born for another dozen years. The American colonies to
the south of Louisbourg were passing through a widespread reli-
gious revival known as the “Great Awakening.” In Virginia a boy
named Thomas Jefferson celebrated his first birthday and George
Washington his twelfth. In Europe Giovanni Casanova turned 19 and
the future Marquis de Sade, four. It was one year before Charles
Edward Stuart, “Bonnie Prince Charlie,” led a Jacobite uprising in
Scotland. It was the fourth year in which Pope Benedict XIV was
head of the Roman Catholic Church and it was the fourth year of a
dynastic and territorial war on the continent known today as the War
of the Austrian Succession.

In the spring of 1744 that war spread officially to North America
when Louis XV of France and George II of Great Britain declared war
on each other. (The American phase of the war is often referred to as
King George’s War.) Word of the outbreak of war between France and
Britain reached Louisbourg in early May. Before the end of the month
an expedition from the capital of Isle Royale had captured the British
fishing settlement at Canso. Extensive privateering began shortly
thereafter. What happened in the four months that followed is the
subject of this study.

16



Background to the Summer of 1744
The Spring of 1744

Like other springs before it, the spring of 1744 was a season of hope
tinged with some anxiety for the inhabitants of Louisbourg.! People
scanned the horizon daily looking for the sails of approaching ves-
sels, vessels from France that would end the long months of Isle
Royale’s isolation from the world overseas. Their immediate concern
was food. Food shortages every spring were an accepted aspect of life
in Louisbourg, but in 1744 the situation was worse than normal. For
reasons unknown to the colonists, the hundreds of Basque fishermen
who usually came out early each spring with additional supplies of
food had not yet arrived. Supplies were so low in the colonial capital
that the poorer residents were reduced in mid-April to surviving on
shellfish. In the nearby outports the situation was even worse, with
many households facing starvation. By the beginning of May, the
government storehouse contained only enough provisions for anoth-
er few weeks and some foresaw violent protest as those stocks were
used up.

The people capable of looking beyond immediate worries about
food shortages and possible unrest had other problems to consider.
For several years the cod fishery, the foundation upon which the
colonial economy had been developed, had declined significantly.
Fish landings in 1743 were up slightly over those in 1742 but
remained well below (roughly 40 per cent) the catches recorded dur-
ing the 1730s.2 Every colonist prayed that the reduced landings were
no more than a temporary trend, due mostly to the tense internation-
al situation.

Since 1739, there had been persistent rumours of an imminent
war with Great Britain and the mere possibility of hostilities had
deterred many seasonal fishermen from making the transatlantic
crossing to Isle Royale, resulting in reduced fish catches. If war were
declared, the situation would only worsen. Indeed, during 1743 the
fishermen who worked the southern coast of Isle Royale, from Petit
de Grat to Fourchu, must almost have felt as if war had already bro-
ken out. Throughout the summer fishing season they had been
harassed by a British warship, HMS Kinsale, stationed at Canso. The
Kinsale patrolled the waters off Canso and southern Isle Royale all
that summer and fall trying to intercept vessels transporting contra-
band livestock or other foodstuffs from the Acadians living under
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The main landward entrance to Louisbourg, the Porte Dauphine, was both
decorative and defensible, with a drawbridge, musket loopholes and a
round-the-clock detachment of guards.

Photo by D. Crawford.

British rule. One of the vessels captured that summer and taken to
the British base at Canso belonged to Louis du Pont Duchambon,
king’s lieutenant for Isle Saint-Jean (Prince Edward Island). The ves-
sel was eventually released after a representation was made to the
British authorities at Canso, but its capture indicates how strained
Anglo-French relations in the colonies had become by 1743.

The parent countries had narrowly avoided going to war with
each other in 1739 and ever since then only a tentative peace had
existed between the two powers. Never was that peace more fragile
than after French and British armies, as allies to other combatants in
the continental war over the succession to the Austrian throne, bat-
tled each other at Dettingen in June 1743. Aware of this conflict, the
inhabitants of Louisbourg must have watched the last ship bound for
France sail out of the harbour in 1743 and wondered whether the first
ship to return the next spring would bring news of war.

18



Background

Porte Frédéric. Nearly everyone who visited Louisbourg in the 18th century
came by water. As the harbour was too shallow for large ships to anchor near
the quay, passengers, crew and cargo came ashore in small boats.

Photo by D. Crawford.

On 3 May 1744 the sail of a small ship approaching Louisbourg
was spotted on the horizon. As the ship drew closer and gradually
made its way into the harbour, large numbers of people must have
gathered anxiously along the quay. A few would have rowed out in
small boats to meet the vessel and shout their questions. Did it carry
any surplus food? Had the crew seen a fleet of Basque or French fish-
ing boats? Was there still peace with the British? The answers were
not reassuring. France had been at war with Great Britain for a month
and a half, because of the war the Basque fishermen were not coming
out this season and, yes, the ship carried some surplus food but not
in great quantities.

Reactions to the news were undoubtedly varied. Few would
have been surprised by the king’s declaration of war, but fewer still
would have been comforted by it. To those colonists who remem-
bered the defeats and ensuing hardships of the last war (the War of
the Spanish Succession, 1701-13, also known as Queen Anne’s War),
news of another conflict was dismaying. They had witnessed many
accomplishments, both public and private, in the three decades of

19
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peace that had followed the Treaty of Utrecht. The most noteworthy
of these achievements was the transformation of the small fishing set-
tlement at Havre a 1’Anglois into the fortified town of Louisbourg,
one of the busiest ports on the North Atlantic and home to roughly
2500-3000 merchants, tradesmen, civil servants, soldiers and fisher-
men. The future of the town, of the colony of Isle Royale of which it
was the capital and of the thousands of individuals who lived there
was now placed in jeopardy by the outbreak of a new war. Terre
Neuve (Newfoundland) and Acadia (Nova Scotia) had been lost to
the British in the last war. Who knew what the fate of Isle Royale
would be at the end of this new struggle? To be sure, the fortifications
at Louisbourg were impressive, but one could never be sure of the
future until a war was over and the treaty signed.

Younger inhabitants in the colony, particularly junior officers
hopeful of rapid promotion, probably welcomed the news and the
opportunities that a war could offer. Similarly, some merchants
quickly began to make plans for outfitting privateers, envisioning the
tremendous profits that could be gained. In contrast, the many peo-
ple dependent on the fishery could see little good in the news. They
knew immediately that war would mean reduced catches, greater
hardships and, for those who went to sea, the possibility of capture
or death at the hands of their British enemies. As for the poorest
inhabitants, as long as their stomachs were empty, long-range specu-
lation about the future was pointless. If it meant anything, the news
meant the probability of increased suffering for them as the colony’s
supply lines became more vulnerable.

The concerns of the colonists, particularly those dealing with
food, which had been so much on the minds of the commandant,
Jean-Baptiste-Louis Le Prévost Duquesnel, and the commissaire-ordon-
nateur, Frangois Bigot, throughout the spring, were temporarily set
aside as the two officials read the despatches of the minister of the
Marine, the Comte de Maurepas, that the ship from Saint-Malo had
brought. Maurepas could only give them general directions on how
to proceed; on the specifics Duquesnel and Bigot would have to make
their own decisions. The 31-year-old colony in their care was now
facing its first test in wartime. As they looked ahead to the summer
of 1744, the colonial officials could foresee many difficult and crucial
decisions to be made. It would be a summer of risk and uncertainty,
a summer unlike any other thus far in the history of the colony.
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