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Abstract 

Çuebec City was considered a position of vital strategic 

significance throughout the period of Britain's direct 

responsibility for Canadian defence. Acting as both an 

entrepot to the Canadian interior and a last bastion of 

resistance against the loss of that interior, Cuebec was the 

critical link in communications with Europe. Prior to the 

War of 1812, in the face of threatened American aggression, 

the accepted maxim of defence seemed to be a complete with­

drawal to Çuebec, abandoning everything else. 

Although described by some as the Gibraltar of North 

America, to the engineers responsible for the city's defence 

Çuebec was a position with serious tactical weaknesses. 

Over a period of sixty years the British Government was 

repeatedly urged to construct a proper citadel, but the 

project was continually postponed. Somewhat ironically this 

citadel was finally built in the 1820's, at a time when 

British strategists were devising schemes by which all of 

the interior could be preserved and were no longer solely 

concerned with the safety of Çuebec. 

Subsequent uncertainty over the imperial connection 

with an emergent Canada, coupled with the growing power of 

the United States, finally resulted in a drastic revision of 

plans. Although seeming to restore Çuebec to an unquestioned 

strategic pre-eminence this revision finally led not only to 

a complete withdrawal of all British forces from the 

Canadian interior but to the abandonment of Çuebec as well. 

v 



Introduction 

In order to fully comprehend the strategic value of Cuebec 

City it is necessary to understand the evolution of Great 

Britain's North American defence plans. Only when placed in 

context does Cuebec's significance and the relative impor­

tance of the lesser military posts become clear. In the 

documentation used for this study statements on Cuebec's 

strategic importance were certainly not lacking, but as 

often as not its pre-eminent position went unmentioned or 

was little elaborated. The significance of Cuebec was a 

matter taken largely for granted. 
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Chapter 1 

The "key of French america" 

In September 1759 British Major-General James Wolfe 

succeeded in breaching the French defences of Quebec. Wolfe 

died in the attempt but within five days of his victory on 

the plains outside of the city, the capital of New France 

capitulated. A terse commentary by Brigadier-General 

James Murray, one of Wolfe's subordinates, records the 

first days of the British occupation: 

4 - 4 - 1 - 1 

Sep 18 - This day/Fruits of the Victory 

gained by the British Forces over the French 

army The 13 instant/Quebec the Capital of 

Canada surrendered upon honourable terms, and 

L Col Murray took Possession of the Gates, 

with three companies of Grenadiers. 

19 This day I marched into the town or more 
ns properly the Ruins of it with the Batt of 

Amherst, Bragg; & otway 

20 The French Garrison having surrendered 

their arms, embarked on board the Vessels appointed 

to receive them. 

s t 

21 ....this night it was resolved in a Council 

of War, consisting of the Admiral and Generals, 

that we should keep possession of Quebec, and I 

should remain with the Command. 

The British army remained at Quebec for the next one hundred 

and twelve years. Throughout that period the strategic 

importance of the Quebec garrison to Britain's position in 
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continental North America was universally recognized. 

Prior to 1759, indeed since the beginning of the 

Anglo-French wars in the last decade of the seventeenth 

century, there had been many plans to attack Çuebec, but 

real threats had materialized only twice, and both of these 

attempts had ended in dismal failure. In 1690 a New 

England force under Sir William Phips had appeared before 

Çuebec but had retired after an ineffective bombardment. 

This had been followed in 1711 by an expedition under Rear-

Admiral Sir Hovenden Walker and Brigadier-General John Hill, 

which had ended some three hundred miles from Quebec when 

several ships were wrecked at Egg Island. 

Anglo-French rivalry continued and in 1754 again came 

to violence in the Ohio valley. Once it was learned that 

Washington had been driven out of Fort Necessity by the 

French, Major-General Winslow of Massachusetts immediately 

proposed an attack on Çuebec, the city to be held until the 
2 

"unjust encroachments" of the French were abandoned. In 

this final phase of the struggle with New France, British 

plans repeatedly stressed the importance of capturing Çuebec. 

At the war's commencement, the principal object avowed 

by Britain was the security of boundaries in those areas of 

the North American frontier disputed between herself and 

France. Such a statement of Britain's intention was 

persistent, but an exuberant clamour for outright conquest 

was soon heard on both sides of the Atlantic, in London and 

especially in Britain's North American colonies. 

Militarily, however, the frontier battles of the early years 

of the war amounted to little more than a war of posts, a 

"Petty Skirmishing Warr" which could produce no decisive 

results. Whatever victories might be gained by Britain in 

the interior, it was clear that France's retention of Çuebec 

and the St. Lawrence would enable her to continually 

reinforce her North American possessions and sustain the 

3 



struggle against the British indefinitely. 

After a disastrous campaign in 1756, Major-General 

Lord Loudoun, the Commander-in-Chief in North America, wrote 

to the Duke of Cumberland expressing his opinion on plans 

for the next year's campaign. Lord Loudoun was explicit: 

....that Cuebeck is the Point we should push 

for, by the River St. Lawrence. I need not 

explain to you the consequences which would 

arise from our Success there. But I really 

see no other Point we are so likely to succeed 

in as in that, which is the main Point; for 

where ever we make our Point, we must fight 

the whole Force of Canada before we arrive at 

it; as their Power over these People can bring 

the whole to what ever Place they are wanted. 

There, if we have a proper Fleet, and that 

comes in time, we can arrive with our whole 

Force at once; if we can land and establish our 

selves, we have nothing but the Siege to make; 

if we succeed in that I imagine the Business is 

done, for there we shall I do suppose [meet] 

all their Regular Forces, which so far as I 

have yet learnt is Six Battalions from Europe 

besides their Marine and their People of the 

Country with their Indians which are very 
3 numerous. 

The Duke of Cumberland concurred with Loudoun's 

assessment, noting that the Major-General's ideas had "very 

much coincided with the Opinion on this side of the water." 

Cumberland further observed that an attack on Louisbourg, 

which "would very properly lead on to the main Point of the 
4 

River St. Lawrence", was already planned. Cumberland 

wished that the true destination of any expedition to Çuebec 

be kept quiet, but a growing consensus in both the 

4 



North American colonies and in Britain was focusinq atten­

tion on the capture of Quebec as the critical step which 

would ultimately end the war. The rationale was quite 

simple. By cuttinq at the "roots" of French power in North 

America, the "branches" must eventually fall. Quebec, as 

the point of entry for French troops and supplies, was the 

"Vital Part", the "key of french america", the possession of 

which "would for ever lock out every frenchman" and deliver 

the interior of North America into British hands. As one 

observer noted, the benefits would be considerable: 

....The reduction of Quebec appears to me 

to be the most considerable, splendid, and 

useful object we can have in the war. For 

besides the advantaqeous Credit of reducinq 

the Capital of New France, the seat of Gov­

ernment, and the qreat Mart of their Trade, 

we shall possess a respectable Fortress in 

the very center of the Enemies Country, com­

manding the whole course of the river 

St. Lawrence, and by means of that river all 

the settled and valuable parts of Canada; we 

destroy all concurrence and uniformity in their 

operations; we cut off all succour from the 

interior forts and settlements; we awe the 

Savages; and at one stroke we disable their 

formidable militia; for as their plantations 

will by this conquest lie at our mercy, we may 

easily disarm the people, and keep them quiet, 

by threatening, and (if it should be found 

necessary) puttinq in practice, military 

Execution and what is of equal consideration, 

whilst we thus command the settled Country, 

it will be impossible for any Succours from 

France to find the least subsistence. 

5 



1 Invasion routes. (J. Mackay Hitsman, Safeguarding Canada, 

1763-1871 /Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1968/, p. 13.) 

The original was drawn by Major C.C.J. Bond and has been 

slightly altered. 
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Recognizing the importance of Quebec was only a first 

step. The next problem was to determine how the city could 

be attacked. Loudoun did not favour "overland" operations 

in the interior. In North America, such enterprizes, even 

those using the lakes, encountered monumental problems of 

supply and movement, while qeoqraphic position had conferred 

certain advantaqes on the French defence. Canada's chief 

strength against an attack by land lay in its remoteness, an 

extensive barrier of wild frontier separating it from the 

British colonies to the south. Once this frontier was 

crossed, an invader still had to negotiate the St. Lawrence 

river. Montreal was on an island and Quebec was situated on 

the north shore of this imposing river. 

In the first years of the war British expeditions in 

the interior failed dismally, while even those operations 

using Lake Champlain and the upper St. Lawrence in the final 

campaign of 1760 against Montreal, were time consuming, 

tedious and fatiguing. Despite such difficulties, there 

were suggestions urging operations along the Kennebec and 

Chaudière rivers. Captain John Simcoe, father of the first 

lieutenant-governor of Upper Canada, visualized a "furious 

assault on Quebec" by an army of 20,000 men. Such a force 

he said would assemble at the mouth of the Kennebec and 

strike out for Quebec in the spring. If Quebec were too 

strong, it would push on up the St. Lawrence to Montreal, 

and leave the capture of Quebec until the next year. 

The obvious logistical problems of such a plan were qliblv 

ignored. Though the Kennebec route had strong advocates, 

it was still largely unknown wilderness and higher authority 

deemed such schemes impracticable for the movement of large 

numbers of troops. 

Clearly the lakes and rivers of the interior were 

vitally important and water transport generally was 

recognized as an absolute necessity in North America. It 

was noted in one proposed plan of campaign that, "The Great 

8 



Difficulty which will attend the Execution of any Plan for 

an Attack upon Canada arises from the Nature of the Country 

being such that you cannot carry Stores and Artillery, nay 

in some places perhaps not even your Troops without Boats 

and other Vessels." 

The interior, however, offered no direct or easy 

approach to Çuebec. The only solution seemed to lie in a 

naval expedition up the St. Lawrence: 

....The Road to Çuebec up St. Lawrence River we 
e 

possess by the y Superiority of our Marine 

Navigation. There is neither Danger nor Diffi­

culty nor do I see how there can be any Opposi-

tion to hinder y Fleet getting up to y 

Isle of Orleans. And a Superior Army in Pos-

ession of that may by proper measures command 
e 

y rest of the way to Çuebec. If our Army 

can once sett down before Çuebec it must take 

it. If Çuebec be taken, the Capitulation may 

at least strip Canada of all the Regulars after 

which the Inhabitants might be induced to 

Surrender. 

Execution of this plan was not necessarily so straight­

forward. Could an immediate and direct attack be made on 

Çuebec by simply ascending the St. Lawrence? The French 

emphasized the navigational problems on the river itself and 

though the British were not especially impressed by this 

problem, they were concerned with another--Louisbourg, the 

French fortress on Cape Breton. 

France had expended large sums of money on Louisbourg 

in an effort to dominate the Gulf of St. Lawrence. With an 

effective fleet in its harbour, this French fortress could 

act as both a shield to Çuebec and as a threat to the 

British American seacoast. Yet without such a fleet, it 

could command nothing beyond the range of its own guns. If 

French naval strength at Louisbourg was weak, the idea of 

9 
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bypassing this fortress seemed possible, but there were 

many "who doe not altogether approve of playing so deep". 

The prudent approach was surely "to begin with Louisbourgh", 

as its capture would in large measure cut off supplies 

reaching the St. Lawrence from Europe, thus making the 

capture of Çuebec that much easier. Furthermore the hazards 

of venturing up the St. Lawrence, while leaving an enemy 

garrison and harbour ready to receive fresh reinforcements 

in the rear, could not be ignored. 

William Pitt, the Secretary of State responsible for 

directing the war against France wanted Louisbourg captured 

first. Subsequent cabinet discussion, however, ended in a 

decision to give Loudoun a choice either to attack Çuebec 

directly or to undertake a preliminary operation against 

Louisbourg, followed by a move up the St. Lawrence. Loudoun's 

own plan was for one army to partially immobilize the French 

defence by threatening the Champlain-Richelieu river route, 

while another ascended the St. Lawrence and seized Çuebec. 

In the actual attempt, Loudoun's plans were thrown awry by 

the vagaries of weather, while the French successfully count­

ered the British threat by sending a considerable naval force 

to Louisbourg where it "could also serve for the defence of 

Çuebec if the enemy undertook to attack it". By the 

middle of June 1757 Loudoun felt the season too advanced and 

the French naval presence already too strong to attempt 
12 

anything but an attack on Louisbourg. By the time he 

was ready to sail from Halifax, however, new intelligence 

described a superior French naval force and a reinforced 
13 

garrison, well entrenched. The projected attack on 
Louisbourg was cancelled. 

The French strategy had been successful. Canada was 

reinforced and the presence of a sizeable naval force at 

Louisbourg thwarted British designs on both Cape Breton and 

Çuebec. In addition, because Lord Loudoun had concentrated 

his forces on the eastern seaboard, leaving other fronts 



11 

exposed, the destruction of Fort William Henry, on Lake 

George by the French, in August, caused a panic in British 

America in which even New York seemed in danger of being 

attacked. British plans for the next campaign sought to 

rectify the failures of 1757. Lord Loudoun was replaced by 

Major-General James Abercromby. Çuebec was still to be the 

principal target, but Pitt planned a three pronged 

offensive. A concerted effort would be made to reduce 

Louisbourg and then take Cuebec, while two other operations 

would also be in train, one against Fort Duquesne on the 

Ohio, the other against Montreal via Lake Champlain. 

The campaign of 1758, however, was not a complete 

success. Although the French attempt to repeat their 

strategy of the previous year failed, they did reach 

Louisbourg with a sufficient naval force to be decisive in 

prolonging the seige, thereby compromising British plans to 
14 

press on against Cuebec. On Lake Champlain Abercromby 

failed to breach the French defences, while Fort Duquesne 

on the Ohio was only abandoned by the French in November. 

At the end of the campaigning season Cuebec and the 

St. Lawrence were still safe but the British victory at 

Louisbourg had clearly opened the way for the long awaited 

assault on the capital of New France. Cuebec would be the 

focal point for the campaign of 1759. 

In France further attempts by the navy to succour 

distant possessions in Canada were now viewed with pessi-

misism. Instead it was decided to concentrate on plans for 

an invasion of England itself, an ambitious stroke which 

would surely end the war. British operations would be 

paralysed everywhere, while France would be in a position 

to demand redress for any colonial losses. Such calcula­

tions, however, did not take into consideration William 

Pitt's absolute determination to prosecute the war in North 

America. A British naval blockade of French ports would not 

only counter invasion plans but would also prevent any sig­

nificant help reaching New France. In North America, Canada 
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2 Pierre de Rigaud, marquis de Vaudreuil Cavagnal by 

Henri Beau. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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was to be assailed by two major British armies. Major-

General Jeffrey Amherst, replacing Abercromby as Commander-

in-Chief in North America, would drive towards Montreal 

reducing Carillon and St. Frederic. Major-General James 

Wolfe would ascend the St. Lawrence and beseige Cuebec. At 

Amherst's discretion Fort Niagara might also be attacked, 

once Oswego was secured. 

In Canada itself, the Governor, The Marquis de 

Vaudreuil, and his military commander, the Marquis de 

Montcalm, faced a critical supply shortage which was crip­

pling their potential for military action. Their total 

manpower, particularly in the number of regulars, was very 

much inferior to that of their opponents. Montcalm insist­

ed that the defence be conducted on contracted lines of com­

munication, all resources being concentrated in an effort to 

at least save the St. Lawrence valley. Vaudreuil, however, 

was sensitive to interests in those areas far to the west of 

the St. Lawrence valley and did not wish to withdraw without 

a fight. At least two key questions had to be answered: 

How much of the interior could be successfully defended? 

Should "western" areas be sacrificed in order to concen­

trate all means to protect Montreal and Çuebec? 

Even the defence of areas along the St. Lawrence pre­

sented considerable difficulties. The French did not know 

where the main British thrust would come, on Lake Champlain 

or at Çuebec. In England, Lord Ligonier, who had replaced 

the Duke of Cumberland as Commander-in- Chief, reasoned that 

the French must divide their meagre forces to cover both 

possibilities, resulting in an inadequate defence in both 
16 

areas. Montcalm and Vaudreuil for their part clearly 

saw that they must concentrate on one or the other. In mid-

May 1759 news that Wolfe's expedition was approaching 

Çuebec, forced Montcalm to make his move. Gambling on the 

ability of a small force to slow an enemy advance on 

Montreal, the balance of the French regular forces were moved 


