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Introduction

The Seven Years War has been called ‘the Great War for the
Empire’.1 It certainly was that, but the war for empire was

part of a great-power contest between Britain and France. By the middle
of the eighteenth century these great rivals, the two most advanced
monarchies of Europe, were both inclined to measure power in terms 
not only of armies and European territory, but also seaborne commerce, 
naval prowess and financial stamina. This fact made the Seven Years War
a maritime and global contest as well as a European one. Sir Winston
Churchill’s chapter on the war in his History of the English-Speaking
Peoples bears the title, ‘The First World War’, which is an accurate name
for it.2 By the end Britain held positions in North America and India that
would have an enormous impact on modern world history, so looking
back upon it the war is understandably seen as a contest for empire. But
the ultimate object of statesmen in London and at Versailles was to main-
tain or increase security, power and influence in Europe.

Any war’s history, but especially that of a great-power confrontation,
ought to be viewed from both sides. Although the French side has been
well documented regarding campaigns in North America, it is less so for
other parts of the world, and when it comes to finding reliable informa-
tion about how decisions were made at the court of Louis XV the French
archives are generally unhelpful. Considering that the king of France ruled
over one of the most advanced and sophisticated societies of Europe, the

1 By Prof. Lawrence Henry Gipson; this is the title he gave to vols 6, 7, and 8 of his
fifteen-volume history of The British Empire Before the American Revolution.
2 Winston S. Churchill, A History of the English-Speaking Peoples, Volume 3: The Age
of Revolution (New York and London, 1957).
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degree of obscurity that shrouded French high-level decision-making is
remarkable – in fact, quite unusual when compared with the practices of
most other courts of Europe at the time. Between Britain and France the
contrast with respect to surviving evidence is extreme. British archives
provide an almost daily record of British high-level decision-making. 
For the court of Louis XV we have not much more than a few private
memoirs plus letters dispatched to French ambassadors abroad. The main
cause of this scarcity is deliberate suppression at the time, not accidental
archival destruction later.

War was formally declared in spring 1756, but British and French
troops clashed in North America during 1755, and the British seized
French ships at sea in that year. Indisputably, then, the war encompassed
eight full years of organized Anglo-French hostilities. In America the war
is known as the French and Indian War, begun in 1754 (though the
French began deploying military forces near the British colonial frontier in
1753). This book’s initial plan did not allocate much space to the origins
of the war. The matter seemed settled; along the contested frontiers of
New France and the British colonies hostilities were inevitable. Neverthe-
less, the questions of why organized violence erupted when it did, and
why a full-scale Anglo-French war resulted, ought to be reopened. Since
neither London nor Versailles wanted war in 1755 the common assump-
tion has been that the governments of the home countries were simply
‘drawn in’ by their governors in North America, as if helplessly. Yet this
assumption, as will be seen, is falsified by strong evidence. Furthermore,
it is puzzling that the principal dispute was focused on a wilderness region
of the interior beyond the mountains about which statesmen in London
and Paris knew almost nothing and had hitherto cared less. Equally puz-
zling is the failure of the attempt in early 1755 to negotiate a settlement
of this dispute. In view of all this, the book’s narrative will commence in
the years 1752–3.

North America’s emerging importance

Underlying geopolitical considerations had recently raised North America
from a lower colonial priority to a continent worth fighting over. After 
the peace of Aix-la-Chapelle of 1748 which ended the war of the Austrian
Succession everyone expected another major war between Britain and
France to occur before long, but no one predicted that it would be 
brought on by disputed claims in a scarcely mapped region west of the
Appalachian Mountains of North America.
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English settlement of North America, begun a century and a half 
earlier, was undertaken with government approval but with hardly any
financial support, the land grants costing the king nothing. One significant
exception was the conquest of New Amsterdam in the 1660s and 1670s,
made possible by the Royal Navy. Renamed New York, the acquisition
brought the entire seaboard between Nova Scotia and South Carolina
under British rule. Otherwise, the Treasury did not spend money on found-
ing new colonies or on promoting settlement in North America until a
small government subsidy was provided for the foundation of Georgia in
1733 and parliamentary grants were made, beginning in 1749, for settling
Nova Scotia. The population of British North America grew rapidly, both
by natural increase and by an immigration policy – or non-policy – that
permitted foreigners to pour in.

It was the British government’s aim throughout to keep the costs of 
territorial administration and defence low. During the long period of Anglo-
French peace after 1714 colonial governors often asked London to help
them develop frontier defences, but very little help was given. It is clear
that the British government considered the wilderness frontiers of North
America to be a nuisance. The few colonists who ventured to trade with
Indians beyond the settled frontier were expected to provide for their own
protection. Colonial assemblies seldom spent any money or effort on help-
ing them. For its part, the British government simply wanted to keep the
interior frontiers quiescent, hoping to ignore any problems. This attitude
summed up Britain’s territorial policy in North America down to about 1750.

Britain’s concern was not territory but commerce and shipping. By
means of the Navigation Acts of 1651, 1660 and 1663 the British Atlantic
colonies became linked in a maritime-imperial system. Successive British
governments valued this system because it increased seaborne commerce,
generated wealth that helped support public finance, and enlarged the
British merchant marine, which provided a reserve of trained seamen that
was essential to the navy. It was a system of ‘traffick’: that is, trade and
shipping. The priority given to the latter is revealed by patterns of enforce-
ment; those aspects of the Navigation Acts which concerned shipping
were quite strictly enforced while those concerning commodities were
often revised or left unenforced in order to adjust to market demands and
maximize traffic. French West Indian molasses, for example, went to New
England without a prohibitory duty being enforced, but only British vessels
could legitimately ship it. It was carried mainly in New England vessels,
which accounted for almost a third of total British merchant tonnage.
(American colonial shipping enjoyed the same privileges under the Navigation
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Acts as shipping of the home country.) Thus, the maritime-imperial system,
though its trade was concentrated within the British colonial orbit, was
open enough to stimulate economic growth and prosperity. To provide
currency throughout the system, contraband trading with Spanish America
to acquire silver coin was permitted, though deemed illicit by the Spanish
authorities. Noting how an absence of regulatory rigidity had contributed
to commercial success, Edmund Burke, in 1775, warned against unin-
formed legislative meddling, and attributed the growth of British Atlantic
trade and colonial prosperity to ‘salutary neglect’.3

In the century preceding 1750 British policymakers accorded far less
importance to the American mainland colonies than to the West Indies,
where tobacco, sugar, coffee and indigo produced by slave labour, along
with contraband trade with the Spanish empire, generated the most
wealth. Yet during the first half of the eighteenth century British North
America became an important export market for British manufactured
goods. In 1700 its population was 234,000; in 1750 the figure was
1,206,000 (964,000 if the black population is not counted). Although, 
in 1700 the West Indies purchased more of the home country’s goods (by
value) than the mainland colonies did, in 1750 the mainland colonies con-
sumed more than double the West Indian figure. In The Wealth of Nations
Adam Smith supposed that British goods sold well in America because 
it was a captive market; but by mid-century British goods would have 
outsold most European goods in America without one.

At mid-century, when it came to be realized that North American
colonists were purchasing vast quantities of British manufactured goods
and that the trade fostered a large shipping traffic, influential members of
the public began to think that these colonies of settlement ought to be
allowed to expand. The French possessions to the north and west of them
should not, therefore, be allowed to stand in the way of their growth.
When land speculators in Virginia, among whom was George Washington’s
uncle, put forward a petition for a substantial land grant on the western
frontier in the name of the Ohio Company, George Montagu Dunk, Earl
of Halifax, who was head of the Board of Trade, recommended royal
approval. He noted that the petition spoke of founding new settlements
and building a fort within seven years. He commented – this was in 1749
– that it ‘would be a proper step towards disappointing the views and
checking the incroachments of the French, by interrupting part of the
communication from their lodgements upon the great lakes to the river

3 Speech on Conciliation with the Colonies, 22 March 1775.
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Mississippi’.4 Although the frontiers were no longer being ignored at the
Board of Trade, most British statesmen at this time did not care in 1749
whether the Ohio Company would actually carry out this scheme.

Canada’s utility for France

At about this time the court of Versailles was being advised on the subject
of North America by a well-informed expert. His name was Roland-
Michel Barrin, comte de la Galissonière, an admiral who had recently
served two years at Quebec as acting governor-general. He wrote a long
memorandum, a ‘Memoir on the French Colonies in Northern America’,
that was read before the king and council in December 1750. His main
point was that the expansion of the British mainland colonies constituted
a dire threat to the French West Indies and also that the growth of American
trade was augmenting British maritime power to a degree threatening to
France’s superior standing in Europe.5

He began by stating that although Canada was unprofitable, ‘motives
of honour, glory and religion’ did not permit its abandonment, but the
argument he made for supporting Canada was geopolitical. La Galissonière
set forth some bleak realities. Whereas the tropical colonies (he named
Saint-Domingue and Martinique) clearly added to French wealth, improved
the trade balance, and furnished revenues to the state, Canada was a drain
on the French treasury and would probably continue so for a long time.
He quickly passed over the fisheries since everyone recognized their value.
The problem was the interior. Geographical disadvantages prevented
export commodities from being produced there at competitive prices, so
there was nothing except the unevenly profitable fur trade. In sum, Canada
was ‘a barren frontier’. Yet it possessed one great attribute, he said: it 
provided ‘the strongest barrier that [could] be opposed to the ambition 
of the English’.

Ultimately and quite self-consciously, La Galissonière’s argument pointed
towards finding some way to cope with British naval strength. It was 
the greatest source of danger to French power: ‘If anything can, in 
fact, destroy the superiority of France in Europe, it is the English naval
forces; it was these alone . . . which caused France to lose the fruit of the
entire conquest of the Austrian Low Countries at the close of the last

4 Quoted in Jennings, Empire of Fortune, pp. 12–13.
5 Lamontagne, ed. Aperçu structural du Canada, pp. 93–112. The quotations are my
translations from this French text.
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war.’6 He evidently believed that French leaders had hurried to sign the
peace treaty of 1748, in which they gave up the military conquest of 
the Austrian Netherlands, because two crushing British naval victories in
1747 signalled an end to French trade and colonial communications.

France, however, could not hope to match the British navy: ‘We must
not flatter ourselves that we can long sustain the expense of a navy equal
to theirs; therefore, the only recourse that remains is to attack them in
their possessions’. The need for doing so was becoming more urgent; the
power of the British colonies in North America was ‘daily increasing’, and
‘if means be not found to prevent it’, they would soon swallow all of
France’s transatlantic colonies. By this he meant that they would take over
the whole West Indies, too:

If we do not halt the rapid progress of the English colonies of the
Continent or, what comes to almost the same thing, if we do not form 
a counterweight capable of containing them within their bounds and 
of forcing them onto the defensive, they will have, in a short time, 
such great facilities that they can make formidable armements on the
Continent of America, and it will take them so little time to carry 
large forces either to Saint-Domingue or to the island of Cuba, or to 
our Windward islands, that there will be no hope of keeping them
except at enormous expense.

No one questioned the importance of these islands where the production
of sugar and coffee generated a vast and profitable commerce. France had
depended upon forts and militias rather than naval power to defend them,
but La Galissonière realized that such methods were far from invincible;
their defence ultimately depended on the difficulties that enemies experi-
enced when carrying ‘from Europe troops capable of subjugating them’.
Britain’s North American colonies, however, as they grew in strength would
enable the French islands to be attacked with relative ease.7

Already the produce of those colonies enabled British Caribbean 
peoples, garrisons and warships to be supplied more reliably and at con-
siderably less cost than by sending the same commodities from Britain
(and before the Seven Years War ended British North America would in
fact play an important role in attacks mounted on French and Spanish
West Indian islands). It was necessary, La Galissonière reasoned, to curb
the growth of those colonies and harass them. With this in mind France

6 Ibid. pp. 96–9.
7 Ibid. pp. 97–9.
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should ‘augment and fortify Canada and Louisiana’, recognizing the two
factors that gave French combatants there an advantage. The first was
alliances with the Indians, ‘who love us until now a little, and fear us
much more, than they do the English’ but understand that it is in their 
interest that ‘the strength of the English and French remain nearly equal’.
The second was ‘the number of French Canadians who are accustomed to live
in the woods like Indians, and are thereby not only well fitted to lead them
to fight against the English, but to wage war even against these same
Indians when necessity obliges’. These advantages were somewhat ‘accid-
ental’, yet no expense should be spared to maintain and improve them.

The unchecked progress of the British in America, La Galissonière 
concluded, would ‘very certainly give them superiority in Europe’. French
Canada and Louisiana were a bulwark against that progress, and only by
reliance on those colonies could France ‘make up for the lack of maritime
strength’. New France would be unable, however, to serve this important
function in its present condition. It needed investment, population growth
(even if it meant sending ‘femmes de mauvaise vie’), and expanded settle-
ments along the Illinois river where an abundance of crops could be grown.8

Obviously, La Galissonière’s argument for sustaining Canada was
broadly geopolitical – to restrain the growth of Britain’s economic power
and indirectly its sea power, which threatened the supremacy of France in
Europe. The memorandum aroused very considerable interest at the court
of Versailles, and it clearly looked to the future. But it also spelled out
ways in which Canada’s resources and defences needed to be immediately
strengthened, and in fact the governors-general were already engaged in
the work, with ministerial approval as will be seen in Chapter 3. The 
policy was in operation in Canada before the memorandum was presented
to the council of state at Versailles.

This French policy would transform British attitudes towards empire
in North America. French activity on the frontiers of the British colonies,
together with recognition of their importance as a growing market for
British goods, would introduce ideas about imperial territory into popu-
lar consciousness. The church-and-state issue, which in former days had
profoundly divided Tories and Whigs, became secondary to excitement
about trade, empire and maritime supremacy, and now, at mid-century,
the trade became entwined with territorial imperialism. The territorial aspect
was given political immediacy by the nature of the peace treaty of 1748.
Both sides had wanted to end the war in a hurry, so at Aix-la-Chapelle

8 Ibid. pp. 98–9, 112.
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they allowed numerous disputed claims in the wider world to be set aside
and referred to a Boundary Commission. Contentions over North American
boundaries were thus formally placed on the political agenda, in an atmo-
sphere of intense rivalry with France.

A global contest

Although the Anglo-French Seven Years War erupted in North America,
it became global. In due course there would be fighting on four continents
including Africa. The Royal Navy played an essential role everywhere. Ships
operated in every ocean except the Pacific and even ventured there in the
final months of the war when an expedition from India attacked Manila.
The Mediterranean, though not as important as in the preceding war, saw
moments of significance. The Caribbean was, from the beginning, an arena
of contention for ships large and small, and eventually became a scene of
important British conquests. Nevertheless, until Canada was surrendered
in 1760, North America remained the principal theatre of operations.

While French strategy in North America was basically defensive, 
in Europe it soon became offensive. After a few months’ hesitation, the
government of Louis XV decided to make a major military commitment
in Germany. Ostensibly the king’s motive was to assist his new ally,
Austria, which he personally very much wanted to do; but it was clear
from the outset that the French plan was mainly focused on occupying
Hanover, King George II’s beloved fatherland. France’s idea was to force
Britain to accept a negotiated peace, and it certainly appeared to be the
swiftest and most expedient way to bring the war to a satisfactory end. To
help Hanover and oppose the French the British eventually sent troops. In
1761 close to 22,000 campaigned on the continent alongside Hanoverians
and Hessians under a general borrowed from the Prussian army. Almost
the entire cost of this combined army was borne by the British Treasury.
For all these reasons a history of the global Seven Years War must include
campaigning in Europe to some degree. But it should be understood that
when people in London and Paris spoke of the ‘war in Germany’, it was
the war fought in the north-western sector, loosely designated Westphalia,
that they meant. It was there that the French hoped to gain victories which
would compensate for anticipated losses overseas. Further east in Europe,
the Seven Years War consisted of a bitter and exhausting struggle between
Prussia and her adversaries, mainly Russia and Austria. This war in 
central Europe, in which Frederick the Great of Prussia amazingly found
means to overcome setbacks and keep on fighting, is not covered by this
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book, although it cannot be entirely ignored because Britain formed an
alliance with Prussia and sent Frederick subsidy money, while France gave
direct support to Austria.

In this global contest dominance at sea was essential to British success,
not only to protect supply lines but also, and more visibly, to carry out
seaborne expeditions. Under conditions of naval superiority the British
army and navy, in the Seven Years War, pioneered the development of
effective specialized methods and tactics for amphibious landings. In the
Hughli River of Bengal as well as the St Lawrence River of Canada the
navy was an essential partner in military success, and in the Caribbean, on
the French coast and on the coast of southern India the navy’s role was
critical to the outcome of military operations.

In the last instance, on the Coromandel Coast, three Anglo-French sea
battles involving substantial squadrons took place, but otherwise there
were very few major naval battles in the Seven Years War, the reason being
that the French navy scarcely ever challenged the British to a contest of
broadsides. The British were, nevertheless, committed to a perpetual war
at sea, which, in the most important theatre, involved tedious, usually
uneventful (except for storms) cruising off the French coast. The French
navy’s strategy was to wait – to remain in port until wind conditions
assured escape – and in returning to port to hope that efforts at evasion
would succeed. Combat when it occurred mainly featured single-ship
actions. In the war’s later years, thanks in large part to a decisive naval
victory in November 1759 at Quiberon Bay, British cruisers and priva-
teers were able to operate inshore. Until then, however, departing French
warships and supply transports were not easily intercepted, and it is a 
mistake to speak of a British ‘blockade’ until the year 1759. Every history
of the Seven Years War has acknowledged in a general way that the Royal
Navy seriously hampered French efforts to carry supplies and reinforce-
ments to its beleaguered transoceanic colonies, but this book offers details
of the failures and successes.

In terms of numbers the British navy did not achieve an extreme 
preponderance over the French until 1758, for reasons that will be
explained in Chapter 9, but it never made sense for the French to engage
in avoidable combat even in the years when the naval imbalance remained
moderate. One reason was the superiority of British naval gunnery, but
the main reason was the French navy’s mission-oriented strategies which
avoided a contest for sea control.

Sea warfare’s greatest challenge concerned health. Given its limited
presence at sea it would seem that the French navy should have suffered
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less from sickness than the British. Its mission-oriented pattern of opera-
tions was mainly ‘out and back’, and French squadrons spent a lot of time
in port. Only warships sent to the Indian Ocean were expected to remain
overseas for any length of time. Those heading for Canada or the West
Indies were generally stocked with a six-month supply of victuals and
expected, after two or three months, to return without basic replenish-
ment except for taking on water and acquiring, if possible, fresh provi-
sions to ward off scurvy. There were not many exceptions. One would
think, then, that health could not have been a problem for the French
navy, but it was indeed a serious problem. On mobilization typhus spread
among the crews, and was carried to sea where it continued to exercise its
malignancy.

Potentially, health was a greater problem for the Royal Navy because
it was a cruising navy and a ship’s time at sea could last for months, thus
introducing the deficiency disease of scurvy. The strategy of the Western
Squadron, which cruised out of sight of land off the French coast for long
periods, invited this disease. The strategy was put into practice as soon as
hostilities began, and continuous presence whenever a French squadron
was known to be mobilized was crucial, because if the French learned that
the squadron had returned to port they would sail. At the war’s beginning
the squadron was usually forced to return prematurely to Portsmouth or
Plymouth because too many sailors were sick, dying from typhus as well
as scurvy. By the third year of the war the incidence of typhus diminished,
but the problem of scurvy remained; the disease, caused by a deficiency of
vitamin C, would commonly take hold of a man after about five weeks,
and he would become completely disabled and die if not relieved by fresh
food. In 1759, however, the Western Squadron under Admiral Sir Edward
Hawke stood off Brest for six months and practically no one became sick.
Pairs of ships shuttled back to Plymouth or Torbay for refreshment, but
this proceeding did not fully account for the almost magical good health
of the squadron, which stemmed from a huge effort to provide fresh pro-
visions to the ships on station, arguably the most remarkable victualling
achievement in eighteenth-century naval history.9

A sailing ship of the line (invincible to any opponent except another
ship like it), if loaded with provisions for six months or more, could go
anywhere in the world where it was able to replenish drinking water. Con-
tinuance in a foreign theatre depended mainly on three things: cleaning
the hull to enhance speed and to defeat teredo navalis (the wood-boring

9 Described in Chapter 12.
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worm), resupplying damaged masts and keeping the crew in health.
Regarding the first two, a naval base with storehouses, a mast pond 
and careening wharves was highly desirable. Sustained health required 
adequate victuals, fresh provisions to defeat scurvy and potable water.
British naval administration had developed by this time the means of sup-
plying what was needed to a degree that the French navy could only envy.
Sea power may be measured in numbers of ships and depended ultimately
upon the test of battle, but without an enduring presence on station, made
possible by adequate shore facilities, it could not be very effective. In this
sort of endeavour – patrolling and cruising – the Royal Navy, particularly
during the first half of the eighteenth century, had developed a number 
of advantages. One was that the Admiralty had established permanent
bases overseas. The French navy had none. Its warships could use private
facilities for repairing ships overseas, but there were no colonial navy
yards under royal administration until one was established in 1787 at
Martinique.

Shortage of ammunition was not a common problem. Occasionally,
when ships were employed to bombard shore targets, or when the navy’s
guns and ammunition were loaned to an expeditionary army ashore,
shortages could develop, but not in sea battles. In the Anglo-Dutch wars
a century earlier, shortages had been experienced, but in the Seven Years
War, even in hard-fought naval engagements involving frightful blood-
shed, this was not the case.

On land, maintaining an army’s health was often a serious problem,
but the greatest challenge arose from transport requirements. The French
found out how hard it was to move a large army deep into Germany. If a
force was of moderate size, not burdened with heavy artillery and trained
to march expeditiously, it might be able to meet its provisioning needs
along the way by requisition, but distance took its toll, especially when
numbers were large. Since the French army’s chief aim in this war was to
conquer and occupy Hanover, an objective much further from a French
border than the Austrian Netherlands where French armies had been used
to campaigning in the past, depots and magazines were necessary, and
long supply lines had to be protected. Carts, wagons, teams, fodder and
forage – these words and their French equivalents were repeatedly uttered
by frustrated generals on both sides. It was almost impossible to bring
sufficient quantities from the rear, so it was rare for an army to advance
until ‘green forage’ emerged, often not until June. Without the vast amounts
needed to feed horses, cavalry could not assemble, provisions could not be
hauled and artillery would remain immobile. Foraging parties had to fan
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out for many miles along the line of march, and when they had finished,
the resulting terrain was commonly described as a ‘desert’. As the French
minister of war wrote to his commanding general in Westphalia in 1758,
‘You can rest assured that I go to bed thinking about forage and get up
again still thinking about it.’10 The deeper into Germany the French
armies advanced, the longer the supply chain became, and the more 
necessary it was to obtain local supplies.

In terms of cost, campaigning in Germany was cheaper for the French
army than for its Hanoverian and British opponents because the French
did not pay well for their requisitions, and almost never promptly. Fifty
years earlier under Louis XIV, and fifty years later when Napoleon cam-
paigned, forced requisition was seen by the French government as the
ideal way to wage war – let conquered people bear a large portion of the
cost – but in the Seven Years War this practice was not militarily efficient,
the chief difficulty arising from the resistance of local farmers, who
sequestered their carts and wagons as well as food. The demands of British
and allied German forces also provoked resentment and resistance even
among a more sympathetic people – it was inevitable – but the British
were generally known to pay for what they took.

In North America the burden of the offensive lay upon the British, or
one should say British and Americans because combat forces depended
significantly on colonial – commonly called ‘provincial’ – troops to help
bring up provisions and guard supply lines. This was a war, as Professor
John Shy has observed, ‘in which geography created problems of com-
munications and supply so great that the principal task of generalship was
in simply moving a force of moderate size into contact with the enemy’.11

Except for wood, water and green forage, the wilderness provided for
none of an army’s needs. Provisions for a campaign had to come from the
rear, and there were no roads through the forests.

Therefore, provisions such as guns, mortars and projectiles for a siege
had to be transported in almost every case on water. Although short roads
could be cut through the forested terrain, it was nearly impossible for 
an army to reach a distant objective without water transport. The only
exception was the campaign across Pennsylvania in 1758 which went 
over the mountains to Fort Duquesne on a road built by order of General
John Forbes. It was an arduous and controversial endeavour, fraught with

10 Marshal Belleisle to Marshal Contades, 6 Nov. 1758, Kennett, French Armies, 
p. 105.
11 Shy, Toward Lexington, p. 87.
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delays and disappointments.12 The assault on Canada proceeded entirely
on water: up the St Lawrence River, and also upon the rivers and lakes of
northern New York. In the latter arena the essential means of transport
was the bateau – a long wooden boat of shallow draft, usually 25 to 
40 feet long, which was capable of surviving moderate rapids.

Needless to say, waterways and the portage roads connecting them
were vulnerable to enemy attack. Such attacks, usually in the form of 
an ambush, were almost always guided by Indians, men who could find
their way through vast forests where everyone else was blind. Canadian
fur traders and French missionaries penetrated the North American 
interior, so most tribes were either neutral or aligned with the French,
especially in the early years of the war. Having difficulty obtaining Indian
scouts, the British army formed ranger battalions, recruited mostly among
American colonists. It is to the credit of General Jeffrey Amherst, whom
military historians have commonly criticized for slowness, that his troops
made their way northwards to Canada in 1759–60 without the blood-
stained setbacks suffered in earlier campaigns. On the other side, Canada’s
rivers and lakes provided enviable interior lines of communication for the
defenders.

Except for the campaigning in Europe the Anglo-French Seven Years
War was a war on water – not always fought on water, but in the sense
that offensive operations were made possible by water transport. Water
transport’s relative efficiency underlines the advantage of amphibious
operations. Army officers disliked them – all risk, little glory, it seemed to
them – but without them the British could not have won the Seven Years
War. The attacks on Louisbourg and Quebec were obvious instances, as
were those in the West Indies. Less well known is the importance of water-
borne supplies to the success of campaigns in India. The exception proves
the rule: a great obstacle to French penetration of north-western Germany
was the lack of suitable waterways. The major rivers of Westphalia run
north and south. Although the Lippe and Ruhr flowed to the Rhine from
the east, they were not navigable far enough eastwards. Near the head-
waters an invading force became completely dependent upon teams and
wagons. In contrast, when the British and allied German forces controlled
the Weser and Ems rivers (which flow south to north) they could use them
to bring supplies from North Sea ports.

In both North America and north-western Germany the logistical prob-
lems at the extremities shaped the character of the fighting: there were

12 Because this overland campaign was unique it is given close attention in Chapter 10.
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small actions, often brought on by attacks on supply lines, but few major
battles. (Prussia’s war saw many more battles, partly because the Prussian
army was well trained for rapid movement, but also because the geo-
graphy of the rivers in central Europe enabled the Prussian army to over-
come long distances more readily.) Both in Westphalia and in North
America battles, skirmishes and sieges could be decisive for a campaign’s
ultimate success or failure, but generals of the time could never safely
ignore transport and logistics.

Geography and policy

Admiral Sir Herbert Richmond, a career naval officer who turned his
enquiring mind to the historical study of navies and war, came to the 
following conclusion:

Powerful, therefore, though the arguments of technique may be, the
arguments of policy are more powerful. In the long run errors of policy
have far more far-reaching effects than errors of strategy, errors of
strategy than errors of tactics, and errors of tactics than errors 
of technique.13

By ‘technique’ he meant weaponry and skill in its use as well as tactical
arrangements. Richmond’s most important historical work, Statesmen and
Sea Power (Oxford, 1946), was inspired by this 1938 pronouncement.
The book, originating in the Ford Lectures at Oxford in 1943, explored
the interrelationship of British policy and strategy from Elizabeth I to the
Second World War. Especially when the French side of the Seven Years
War is considered, it is easy to conclude that ‘errors of policy’ had ‘far
more far-reaching effects’ than errors of strategy and tactics or the 
effectiveness of available weaponry.

In considering policy one must start with the fact that in the eighteenth
century France was the most powerful nation in Europe and perhaps 
the world. In 1750 her population and useful land area were three times 
those of Great Britain. France could mobilize an army of more than
300,000 whereas Britain, even as she drew upon Ireland, could scarcely
raise 80,000. To be sure, the Royal Navy at its peak in this war mustered
close to 80,000 sailors, but France possessed the second most power-
ful navy to complement her very strong army. Russia was, of course, far

13 Herbert W. Richmond, ‘Some Naval Problems’, Nineteenth Century and After
(Feb. 1938), pp. 202–3.
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larger and more populous than France, but Russia’s economy was back-
ward whereas that of France in many respects was advanced. The intel-
lectual and cultural life of France was regarded as pre-eminent, and in 
the 1750s the French Enlightenment began to shine brightest. Practically
every educated Englishman could speak and read French – not so, the
other way round.

Though the British admired the French (not politically), they were
afraid of the power of France, and with reason. A half-century earlier
Louis XIV had waged prolonged wars in which one of his principal goals
was to overturn England’s ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688–9. The form 
of defence that England evolved and embraced after 1689 was unique 
in the world. Its main elements were maintenance of a superior navy and 
formation of coalitions with continental allies. Those allies expected to
receive British subsidies, and Britain expected them to be sufficiently con-
cerned about French military power to be willing to confront it. The navy
and the subsidies required a great deal of money, so a third principal ele-
ment of British policy was that it should promote wealth and prosperity.
Prosperity helped to keep the House of Commons and the public con-
tented, and wealth facilitated the collection of taxes and enabled sup-
port of the national debt. Britain’s war-making capacity and endurance
depended heavily on her effective system of public borrowing. Seaborne
commerce was seen as essential to prosperity, and a powerful navy was
understood to be not only crucial for the defence of the realm from 
invasion, but also for protecting the commerce that provided profits for
sustaining the cost of defence, a relationship that La Galissonière fully
understood.

France was a maritime as well as a land power, and her western ports
enjoyed quick access to the ocean. The principal British port, London, 
was literally up a sleeve (La Manche), the French word for the English
Channel, and numerous small ports for harbouring privateers were 
sprinkled along its French side. Great Britain’s insular situation enabled
her to adopt a naval basis for national defence, and although the loca-
tion of London did not afford easy access to the oceans, it encouraged this
choice because the centre of seaborne commerce and finance coincided
with the centre of government. Since France’s principal oceanic ports were
distant from the centre of government at Paris, maritime and colonial 
concerns were less in view. Nevertheless, in the mid-eighteenth century the
educated public in France began to pay attention to the maritime sphere.
Growing fascination with voyages of discovery would be a symptom of
this trend, but the main concern was the ominously growing power and
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prosperity of Britain. By 1750 French public opinion judged Britain to be
France’s principal enemy.14

For its part the British nation continually feared a French invasion. If
the French had occupied Ireland, they would not only have increased their
ability to disrupt British shipping but also possessed a staging area from
which an invasion of Great Britain could have been launched. Close as
France was to the south coast of England, a direct cross-channel invasion
was hazardous. Prevailing winds readily enabled a French battle fleet 
for escorting an invasion force to sail up the Channel, but the same wind 
pattern meant that such a fleet, if it encountered a strong opponent, could
not count on retreating, and there was no large, protected, deep-water
roadstead on the French side to provide safe refuge. If France possessed
the southern Netherlands, she could develop the estuary of the Scheldt
into such a refuge, and Great Britain’s island defence would have been
much more difficult and expensive. Defence against invasion was the main
reason why British policy always aimed at preventing the French from
occupying Ireland and the Netherlands.

No sensible person in England doubted, in principle, the value of allies
for the purpose of countering French military power on the European 
continent, but questions of purpose and degree were fervently contested.
Would a prospective ally actually undertake to confront a French army?
Would it assist, if necessary, in defending the Netherlands? And there was
the question of Hanover. King George II was also Elector of Hanover. 
He had been born and brought up in the Electorate and his heart remained
there. Although the parliamentary statute that had placed the house of
Hanover on the throne of England specified that the British government
was not obligated to defend the king’s German Dominions, as they were
called, the reality was that if they came under threat, George II’s English
ministers were morally bound and subject to predictable royal pressure 
to look after the safety of those lands. On the eve of the Seven Years War
British statesmen could not avoid considering how a war would affect British
concerns in Europe, but their attention was focused on the Netherlands
and Hanover. Some statesmen might talk about the European balance of
power, yet, with the notable exception of the Duke of Newcastle, most
agreed with popular opinion that the global war to preserve and amplify
shipping, trade and prosperity, not the diplomatic posture of the continent
of Europe, was of primary importance.

14 Dziembowski, Un nouveau patriotisme français shows that the emerging French
patriotism of this era was decidedly Anglophobic.


