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The Battle of

General James Wolfe capped a three-month British

siege in 1759 with an hour of fierce combat that would end French
ambitions—and the lives of both commanders.

By Mitchell MacNaylor

By late August 1759, Maj. Gen. James Wolfe had reached a dead end:
For two months the gaunt, red-haired 32-year-old commander and his
army of some 8,500 soldiers had laid siege to the French city of Quebec
without success. The British army had tried artillery bombardment, frontal
attacks on French fortifications and raids on the surrounding countryside, all in an
effort to lure the defenders into an open-field battle in which Wolfe could exploit
his superior infantry. Seeking to break the deadlock, Wolfe formulated a bold plan:
In mid-September, a portion of his army would board royal navy ships, sail up-
river, stage a secret landing and then force the French to do battle on the Plains of
Abraham, less than a mile west of Quebec.

This 1810 map of A soldier since boyhood, Wollfe was no military dilettante:
S:;Z?i:f;g:ﬁ:{:ceh In an age when most officers rose through patronage, Wolfe
and the amphibious rose through patronage and talent. He approached command
landing site at far left . - - . :

along the St. Lawrence, |11 2 professional manner, continually looking to improve tac-
Generals Wolfe and' tics and training while looking after the welfare of his troops.

Montcalm clashed on . , 4 .. .
tha Piains of Abraham, By the middle of the 18th century, the British had achieved

justwestof the city.  proficiency at what contemporary commentator Thomas More



41 1 Letil WS oUIu . .
RivER STLAURENCE, 5 (r/yf(*/‘{?’/ft“/"
/1(7//1 | ]g ? STLLAUREN
Sillery to the Fall of Montmerenci,
Jith the Operaleons or'the s
SIEGEOQUEBEC;|
v. ! wnder e Coneneaind o/ ! !f,, o
Vice Adut haunder &\h} ‘Genl Wolfe, Vo A Chardebouros
\ e “Seplizse. 7~ f ieraivilage

T Crry seadp €

 lic: Lolets (Pl lace or.Arms {0
* 4{ daend the Head

f the }Im{qo %

a'f}mt WA made
whare }u-f‘(ufa’un/u; 2
ﬁ‘ 1{;‘{ " h‘l‘ the 7}470/ T2 G
4(&41 sderd-

\\“‘ o
d“
y Raaunnil IA .
wua(lut ‘ ‘1( y 4% 0y sl LA t(( (//I
t/ir])aam Batul e .
Led :

Tugrs thad T
wuoyy Nal FFY RN
- ’ d:"(tc'l dl]/ihlllp I fI ]4: ' .
o Ketowhich the Foats= R
z .
imoordy //Il’flufa{‘\\j LA dun al

: | S— 8 L S T S BRI
! ’ ‘

11 igeitit}'liwmw o : 3
arts or. llt'df(l{}'(i -
, @ {i’ 0O
o s's /l\
gl %
LNCE
: i L ])1\)suﬁ1 .
I ‘lx-z.x-mi:x’}'amm}m gdr(‘l" “”9"6 W & j!l é “ﬁ
© L SiLawrence S Mo Moncrons Cam®
I\)(v.ld J)‘&'ﬂ g
DEFENCES of QUEBEC.
Batteines. N2of Guns. Mor'™ Batteries. N°fGuns. Mort.
A Tl citadel L a0 (.77"11’(4%7}25]4')&/‘41, . 3 0
B. 7% ¢ lergr e Barbede o8 5 \H.Aew Batt at the lower
C.Saters beap ;o partofthehinasdard 5 o
. 7kl piziad o v e | L. Roval Batterr  ~ 70 0o
K. A New fiattcrs crer the K. Daupten FBatterr 10 0
, ) _ o
S ponled o Liclecty o , 4 -
N i pree /Iil'l/(/{’/(,//(/(,/:ju, R IV"L'-’WI‘I’/%Z/&’/QI’ e
¥ . Qucons Lait: v Gews mownted 0. o0 |MJ) | 5.0
G New Battegy at thee wyyper pari
ﬁ'{fld/l ]ﬁ/us
g




[

RTINS P

Tha

N

Lt

Molvneux called “conjunct nf\PL‘Li\*
tions.” The term referred to the um]\
ation between the army and navy that
allowed the British to project uh ctive
military power around ihc globe. The
same amphibious capability that would
finally bring success at Quebec in 1759
would also serve them well ar Havana
and Mantla durmg the Seven Years' Wa
and in the battles for control of New

York City in 1776

., Geography determined  the
% British approach. The two mo

@A Briush approach. The two most
‘g‘ sienificant French settlements,

Quebec and Montreal, bath lay alon

the St Lawrence River. In peacetime, the

Quebec on July 12 and continued the
bombardment for 68 days, burning
mmih of the city. It marked Wolle's
first attempt to compel the French either
to vield or to come out lrom behind
l 1C1Hr dL "NSeS

Those defenses were formidable. Op

posmg the besieging British forces w

some 15,000 French soldiers, a mixed
force of regulars and provincials. Lt. Gen
Lows-Joseph, Marquis de F\lwmﬂgyxhnr

Gozon de Samt-Veran, a 44-year-olc

l
-an ol campaigns in Europe and
America, commanded the garrison
Montcalm had successfully countered
|

the British during the early vears of the
French and !ndmn War, leading the

¢ Montcalm needed to control the north
bank of the river to keep Wolfe at bay,

or at least to slow the pace of the siege

river was the key commercial artery
from the Canadian interior to the At-
lantic and France. But in wartime, the
St. Lawrence offered the British a high-
way to Quebec

Several hundred miles m];md, the
fortified city was the strongest remaii
ing French bastion in Canada. W h;le i
was not impossible to approach the city
by land in the 18th century—as the
American army of Richard Montgomery
and Benedict Arnold would prove in
1775—the river offered the best option
for an army on the move to remain well-
supplied and maintain secure lines of
communication and retreat. The British
had closed the mouth of the river the
previous year b\ capturing the Fortress
of Louis hmuw Capturing Quebec would
move the 1»11 closer toward their
ultimate goal: conquest of the French
empire in North America.

Opening the campaign on June 26,
1759, the British fleet dropped anchor
in the St. Lawrence, and the British
army set up base on Isle d'Orleans, in
the middle of the river about four miles
from the city. Three days later the army
crossed to the south bank and estab-
lished another camp, from which they
could shell the city: Wolfe's 32-pounders
and 13-inch mortars opened up on

force that captured Fort William Henry
on New Yorks Lake George in 1757—
an action memorialized in James Feni-
more Coopers The Last of the Mohicans
At Quebec, Montcalm faced the chal-
lenge of defending not just the city, but
miles of riverfront. Simply withdrawin
behind the battlements and ceding the
surrounding area would have allowed
the British to bring siege guns to bear di-
rectly on the city walls. Montcalm
needed to control the north bank of the
ver to keep Wolfes army at bay, or at
least to slow the mce of the siege and
delay the Briush until the onset of winter
Though the Frmch claimed numer-
ical superiority, many of its troops were
ulitia, and even the regulars were not
up to par with their Briush counterparts,
who were as well trained as any army in
the world at the time. British control of
the St. Lawrence delta made the deliv-
ery of reinforcements and supplies from
France difficult, though not impossi-
ble Additionally; while the British could
concentrate their forces at points they
shed to attack, the French had o

defend all their towns

On July 9 the British landed on
A the north bank of the St
%% Lawrence and established a

SRR

camp east of Quebec, across the Mont-

orency River. That summer they made
repeated attempts to draw the French
mto open-field battle. Wolfe’s army
ik the French defenses on July 31,
reastern flank in a

hoping to turn thei
complicated maneuver that called for
i series of amphibious landings near the
mouth of the Montmorency. But a poorly
elected landing site and stiff French
resistance thwarted the offensive, with
the loss of over 400 Briush lives.

[n August, Wolfe again attempted to
provoke the French into battle by send-
my rading parties to ravage the coun-
trvside around Quebec. After issuing
two fruitless proclamations calling on
civilians to withdraw support from the
French {orces, Wolle turned to harsher
measures: Briush forces moved through
the countryside destroying farms and



villages, burning hundreds of buildings
and driving off livestock. They also en-
gaged in continual skirmishing with
Native American auxiliaries allied with
the French

By September it must have been
clear to Wollfe that time was running
out. His forces had repeatedly failed to
bring Montcalm to battle, and wounds
and disease plagued the besieging
forces—including Wolfe himself, who
experienced fevers and fatigue. More-
over, the roval navy could not linger
very late in the year so far north. The
onset of winter in Canada brought pack
ice to the notoriously treacherous
St. Lawrence, making navigation even
more difficult

Finally, Wolfe decided o lift the
siege and send his army upriver to a
sheltered cove at Anse-aux-Foulons,

west of the city. Here Wolfe hoped o
outflank the French defenses and—il
the French would cooperate—brin

§ 1ol

them to battle on favorable terms
[t was a perilous plan, though. If the
battle were lost, the Redcoats could be
captured or even slaughtered on the
retreat to their boats

Just past midnight on September 13,
Wolle and more than 4,000 soldiers,
under orders to maintain silence . rowed
upriver into battle. Legend has it that
night Wolfe recited 1o Briush officers hus
favorite poem, Thomas Gravs “Elegy
Written in a Country Churchyard.”
Wolfes most recent biographer, Stephen
Brumwell, discounts this anecdote as
unlikely, since Wolfe knew better than
anyone the need to keep quiet while on
the river, lest he alert French defenders
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Wolfe's 4,441 troops landed at
Anse-Aux-Foulons around 4 a.m.

and began to scale the loose shale
cliffs to the Plains of Abraham,

as depicted in this English engraving
completed the year after the battle.

sull, the image of doomed commander
Walle reciting the hines

of heraldrry, the pomp of pow'r,

wit beauty, all thatwealth ¢'er aave,

“the meviable howr:

ths of elorv lead but o the grave

< nd

remains irresistibly dramatic

Despite their precautions, the British
advance did not go unnoticed. As the
boats moved upriver in the darkness,
a French sentry challenged them. The

attack hung in the balance. 1f the sentry



realized what happening and alerted the

city defenders, the French could at least

prevent the fanding and perhaps pick ofl
the Brivsh m thew boats. But a quick
thinkime mudutmeual Brivish oflicer an

swered the challenge in French, convine-

mg the sentry that the boats held cargo
hound from scttfements i the interior
Around 4 m the

t Anse-aux-Foulons and set

morning, the Red-
coats landed a
to scaling the 175-foot bluffs—no mean
feat, as loose shale made such a scram-
ble difficult even in daylig 1
peacetime. Colonel William Howe, who
would later command British troops
acainst General George Washington in
the Revolutionary War, personally led the
advance force up the clill. They quickly

secured the beachhead

shend, who would succeed Wolle in
command, was 4 441 men under arms
Fighteenth century battles required a
oreat deal of stoic endurance from sol-
cliers. Tactics ol the time mandated that
they stand i formation to maintain co
hesion under enemy fire, and while con
terporary weapons offered little in the
wav ol precision lire, they produced
orucsome wounds. The sight and sound
ol massed muskets firing at once could
easily convinee soldiers with poor train
ing or low morale that they had urgent
business elsewhere. Relentless drills and
confidence in their officers helped mit-

n ’ffm\‘ \HM.U\

and battle in the Age of Reason re-

igate fear among rank-a
but al
of blood,

mained a terrilying spectacle

smoke and death.

¢ The British line vanished behind a cloud of
smoke, and a wail of iead siammed into the
French columns. Montcalm’s columns wilted?

Once atop the blufls, Wolfe deployed

his ‘mmps on the Plams of Abraham in a
line running parallel to the river, both to
cover \h«‘ landing and 10 dc!cnd against
a feared French counterattack. Named
for tw mer landowner Abraham Martin
the plains offered a relatively level battle-
field, no more than a mile wide.

In his opening action, Wolfe sent a
detachment of light infantry to
French artillery battery that had opened

b

fire on the British troops. The Br Ush

silence a

Iime spanned a half-mile front composed
of, from right to left, the 35th Foot. the
Louisbourg Grenadiers and [live other
the 48th Regiment held
in reserve. Wolte anchored the right of

regiments, with
his lmv on the St. Lawrence, despite
harassing fire from French and Native
American sharpshooters. Three more
miantry units arrived later and formed
up on the left. perpendicular to the
main line, 1o guard that flank against
attack by French irregular [orces. Wolle
deploved his troops two ranks deep, a
departure from the usual three-rank-
deep line, in order to cover the large
arca with his relatively small force. The
ield, ac-

official British strength on the f;

cording to Brig. Gen. George Town-

Th

¢ French were slow 1o react to the
sritish landing

Around 9:30 a.m.,
egan forming his

\'i ontcalm b force ol

some 4,500 regulars and militiamen
into three columns, each six ranks deep
Columns offered notable advantages,
enabling an attacking force to maneuver
with ease and close i;.pldly with one’s
foe. Unfortunately for Montcalms sol-
diers, columns also faced two significant
disadvantages when engaging troops de-
ploved in lines: First, given their com-
paratively narrow frontage, columns
could not match lines in lirepower
Second. the broader lines could fire on
both the front and flanks of a column

The Redcoats held their fire until
the French had advanced to within 40
vards, each British soldier executing a
their 46-

inch Brown Bess muskets to their shoul-

quarter turn as they brought
ders. Then the British line vanished
behind a cloud of smoke, and a wall ol
lead slammed into the French columns
Wolfe had ordered his soldiers to load
their muskets with an extra ball, and his
regiments likely fired by company.
Montcalm’s columns wilted in the face
of such massed firepower. After less
than 10 minutes of musketry, the British

cased fire, fixed bayonets and

regulars ¢

charged the French line, which hmkc
and retreated. Some French Canadians
stood their ground to cover the retreat
and exacted a price [rom their attacke

notably the Scott \h Highlanders, \\'hu
favored broadswords over bayonets. Re-
inforcements only arrived later in the
day, by which time most I‘umh orces

had fled back inside the fortified city.

The briel exchange on the Plains
Aol Abraham claimed a heavy toll

¥ lhh losses numbered 58 killed
and 600 wounded. French estimates
placed their casualties at around 600,
while the Brinsh tallie
closer to 1,500 casualties. The officer

*d French losses

corps on both sides suffered heavily
Montcalm fell during the retreat, mor-

tally shot in the stomach; he was carried



from the field to die of his wounds the
following day. The British second-in-
command, Brig. Gen. Robert Monckton,
fell »\o\md ed at the height of the contflic
"he battle also claimed the life of
Lhc British commander, in dramatic
fashion. One musket ball struck Wolle
in the wrist, while another sliced across
his stomach. Then two more struck him
in the right chest. The last of thes
wounds lay beyond the reach of 18th
century medicine. (Large-caliber—.75-
inch in today’s terms—soft lead muske
balls of that era created hidcous
wounds, akin to those delivered by a
modern-day shotgun.) Assisted from the
field by Lieutenant Henry Browne and
lunteer James Henderson of the
usbourg Grenadiers, Wolfe soon suc-
cumbed to blood loss. He lived long
enough to learn that his troops had car-

ried the day, and to order a regiment to
cut off the French retreat.

The Battle of the Plains of Abraham
proved a stunning tactical success for
the audacious British invaders. The
records of Lowescroft, a royal navy ship
supporting the attack, show that it
dropped anchor at 7 in the morning, the
battle erupted at 10 and Wolle’s body
was carried onto the ship at 11. In less
than an hour, Wolles Redcoats had shat-
tered the French forces.

For all its tactical decisiveness, how-

er, the clash did not instantly decide
Llu ate of either Quebec or the French
Empire. Most surviving French troops
slipped away quietly to fight another
day, while a small number of troops re-
mained behind to hold Quebec. But the
city would only hold out until capitulat-

ing on September 18, 1759. Another

Four musket balls struck Wolfe
during the fighting. The fatal shots
drove into his chest. He lived long
enough to learn the British had won
the day. Benjamin West captured
his last moments in a 1771 painting.

year passed before the {inal French bat-
talions surrendered at Montreal, on Sep-

tember 9. 1760, marking the end of

France’s North American empire. @

For further reading, Mitchell MacNaylor
recommends: Paths of Glory: The Life

1d Death of General Wolfe, by Stephen
Brumwell; Montcalm and Wolfe, by
Francis Parkman; Quebec, 1759: The
Siege and the Battle, by C. P Stacey; and
Crucible of War: The Seven Years War
and the Fate of Empire in British North
America, 1754-1760, by Fred Anderson.
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