
68 Canadian Military Journal • Vol. 11, No. 4, Autumn 2011

BOOk rEViEWS
armed forces under Borden. The South African War had accel-
erated the desire of many Canadians to develop as a separate 
nation; most sought imperial cooperation, but not integration. 
Borden announced that the Empire was “… no longer a power 
with dependencies, but a power made up of several nations,” 
and realized the importance of self-defence in this evolution. 
A greater attempt to produce and use Canadian equipment was 
one consequence, which mostly yielded good results, despite 
the experience of the Ross rifle. 

Borden’s reforms, often described as being focused on the 
country’s militia, relied upon a vastly different, and larger, 
permanent force. The experience in South Africa led to the 
creation of several specific service units in the following years 
(medical, engineer, signals, army service, ordnance, army pay, 
veterinary, and postal). Of course, 1910 witnessed the birth 
Canada’s navy, and the taking over of the British garrisons at 
Halifax and Esquimalt. Miller correctly emphasizes the impor-
tance of Borden’s insistence upon professionalism during this 

period of rapid change and growth: removing military appoint-
ments and promotions from partisan politics, developing mili-
tary education and training institutions, while maintaining 
public support. 

Well researched and written, A Knight in Politics was 
deservingly short-listed for the 2011 J.W. Dafoe Prize. The 
work provides a fascinating look at Borden, the man, and his 
turbulent times, both of which significantly influenced the 
Canadian military, not only as it entered the First World War, 
but to this day. 

John MacFarlane is a historian at the Directorate of History and 
Heritage, Department of National Defence. He co-authored, with William 
Johnston, William Rawling, and Richard Gimblett, The Seabound Coast: 
The Official History of the Royal Canadian Navy, 1867-1939, and is cur-
rently working on the official history of Canadian observers in Indochina, 
1954-1973. 
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F
or enthusiasts of the colonial era, specifically the 
contest for North America, this book is a ‘must 
have.’  It is very well written, and clearly demon-
strates in-depth research.  Moreover, in addition 
to the exquisite detail contained throughout the 

book, its style is engaging and fast-flowing. The human drama 
and the challenges of launching such an ambitious military 
operation are clearly captured within the pages of The Capture 
of Louisbourg.  

The book itself is an excellent exam-
ination of both the British and French 
naval and army commanders, and the 
challenges they faced in the struggle for 
Louisbourg. It begins by providing some 
context to the period and to the theatre of 
operations. Notably, however, the synop-
sis of British foreign policy at the front 
end may deter some readers, as to fully 
follow it, one requires a good under-
standing of the period, particularly events 
as they transpired in North America.  

Boscawen then describes the actions 
of the antagonists, from the French strug-
gle to continue to supply the Fortress of 
Louisbourg, to the English efforts to 
block these attempts. Very little literature 
has actually focused upon this obscure 
component of the struggle for North 
America, and, as such, The Capture of 

Louisbourg adds important detail to an understanding of the 
larger struggle.  

The remainder of the book focuses upon training the inva-
sion force and the actual campaign. It utilizes journals, letters, 
and official reports in order to fully capture the essence of the 
military experience. The story ends with a chapter on the 
aftermath, namely the tension and struggle to decide what 
follow-on actions should be undertaken with regard to con-
tinuing operations against the French with what remained of 
the campaigning season, as well as the effect of how the news 
was received in Europe. 

As noted, the book is well written, and it belies an under-
standing of military affairs.  This is not surprising since the 
author, Hugh Boscawen, is a retired colonel who served in the 

Coldstream Guards. He is also a direct 
descendant of Admiral Edward Boscawen, 
who commanded the Royal Navy fleet at 
Louisbourg. Adding to the author’s 
understanding of army operations is the 
fact that he is also a skilled yachtsman 
and a specialist in 18th Century naval and 
military history. 

Importantly, in addition to 
Boscawen’s personal connection to the 
material, the research is commendable. 
Boscawen utilizes a vast array of pri-
mary sources, and provides detailed end-
notes, which are of great value. 
Moreover, there is a very detailed map, 
located on the inside covers, both front 
and back, which makes access very con-
venient, should the reader wish to situate 
action in the text on the ground.  
Additionally, there are six maps at the 
front of the book that put the action 
within the context of the larger war in 
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North America, as well as a series of maps that provide 
greater detail of the siege itself. There are also 24 black-and-
white images which provide some visual support in terms of 
the personalities involved and of Louisbourg itself.  
Unfortunately, however, none of the images adequately cap-
ture the battle, or even the essence of the fortress, and are 
thus somewhat disappointing.

Aside from that minor criticism, the volume offers much 
to the historian or active enthusiast of the period and acts as 
a detailed reference and resource book. It has detailed end-
notes, an excellent bibliography, and a comprehensive index. 
Moreover, it includes four detailed appendices. The first 
provides a very helpful guide to those who wish to visit the 
battlefield today. The next two appendices provide the British 
and French orders of battle, and the fourth outlines the ships 
and regiments that participated in the attack, and their cur-
rent status. Finally, the book includes an outstanding glos-

sary that explains a number of technical terms utilized during 
the period.

In all, The Capture of Louisbourg is an outstanding book. 
It captures, in a detailed and exciting manner, a key military 
campaign in Canadian and world history. Moreover, it acts as 
a detailed resource manual for that campaign, which will 
prove timeless for those studying the period or event. In sum, 
historians, history buffs, and military enthusiasts will enjoy 
and benefit from reading this book.  

Dr. Emily J. Spencer is a Research Associate with the Canadian Special 
Operations Forces Battle Laboratory.  She is also an Adjunct Assistant 
Professor at the Royal Military College of Canada. Her research focuses 
upon the importance of cultural knowledge to success in the contempo-
rary operating environment, as well as the role the media plays in shap-
ing understandings of world events.
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T
he Civil War of 1812 presents the Anglo-
American conflict fought between 1812 and 
1815 as a series of civil clashes along the fron-
tier of Upper Canada. According to Alan Taylor, 
who teaches American and Canadian history at 

the University of California, the War of 
1812 has four dimensions, each a con-
test in its own right. The first was the 
continued struggle between Loyalists 
and Americans for the control of Upper 
Canada; next was the political partisan-
ship in the United States that nearly 
ignited a war between the states; the 
third was the importation of the struggle 
for Irish independence from Britain to 
the frontier of British North America; 
and the final contest was between the 
native peoples living on either side of 
the border. At 620 pages, the book is a 
hefty and sometimes dense study that 
seems not as deeply researched or as 
clearly written as the jacket notes sug-
gest it to be.

To demonstrate his case, Taylor 
concentrates on events along the bor-
derlands of Upper Canada. He believes 
that through the three campaign sea-
sons, neither Britain nor the United 

States was capable of asserting their vision of North America, 
either imperial or republican, over the other, and both decided 
to co-exist. This argument assumes that Britain’s ultimate 
goal was to smash the new republic, which is false. Because 
the author limits the British perspective of the war to events 
around Upper Canada, much of the British context of the war 
is lost. For example, British political leaders are reduced to 
an anonymous group known as the “Imperial Lords,” (this 
term is used frequently, and examples appear at pp. 78, 150, 
172, 403, and 435). King George III, who was ill at the time 
and had no direct bearing on the war, is mentioned four times, 
while the Prince Regent, who assumed many of the monarch’s 
responsibilities in 1811, is mentioned in passing. Prime 
Minister the Earl of Liverpool is ignored, while Earl Bathurst, 
the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, and the cabi-

net official responsible for the conduct 
of the war, is only mentioned once (p. 
290). Unlike their nameless British 
counterparts, American political and 
military leaders, such as James 
Madison, James Monroe, James 
Wilkinson, Jacob Brown, Thomas 
Jefferson, and even George Washington 
appear throughout the text.

Thus, British strategy, at least until 
13 October 1812, is presented as a 
struggle between the dashing and pow-
erfully built Major-General Isaac 
Brock, and the cautious Captain-
General and Governor-in-Chief of 
British North America, Lieutenant-
General Sir George Prevost. The ratio-
nale of the massive reinforcement sent 
by Britain to North America in 1814 is 
never fully explained, and the war in 
Europe against Bonaparte is hardly 
described. The Prince Regent’s instruc-
tions to Prevost, written in 1811, were 


