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J
onathan R. Dull is the retired senior associate editor 
of The Papers of Benjamin Franklin series. His 
award-winning histories include, The French Navy 
and American Independence: A Study of Arms and 
Diplomacy, 1774-1787, and The French Navy and 

the Seven Years' War.

In this book, the author looks at the period between 
1650 and 1815, which he defines as the age of the ship of 
the line and which is dominated by the great rivalry between 
Britain and France. The author 
approaches his study of this period by 
treating the two navies in tandem. 
Although Spain and the Netherlands 
were important powers during this time, 
both would soon be in decline, and the 
author does not spend much time on 
their contributions to the period, other 
than their role as allies of the two major 
belligerents. Dull confesses to not hav-
ing the greatest knowledge in nautical 
matters – a rather curious confession, 
considering the title of the book and his 
previous works, but one that appears to 
be accurate. The student expecting to 
learn new details of the great ships of 
this period, such as construction, arma-
ment, and crews will be disappointed. 
The book, in less than 200 pages, 
attempts to cover a significant period of 
history, and, therefore, it tends to con-
centrate upon the diplomacy of the times 
and the ambitions of the monarchs, rather then on the ships 
that grace Dull's title. In portraying the political climate of 
the time, Dull is reasonably successful. He does a good job 
of articulating the major differences between French and 
British strategy. France, under Louis XIV and his succes-
sors, was and continued to be the greatest land power in 
Europe until the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo. For France, 
its navy was always a secondary priority, with the brief 
exception that occurred during the American Revolution, 
where a combination of skilled naval leaders, sufficient 
ships, and British distraction allowed the French to achieve 
some limited success against their long-time rivals. 

Britain had a much different view of naval matters. As 
an island nation, its army was small, and, as Dull points out, 
the British found it more advantageous to hire mercenaries 
or to pay its allies to fight land wars. The British navy, how-

ever, was the first line of defence for the nation, and naval 
battles that did not provide an overwhelming victory were 
considered defeats – in contrast to the French, wherein 
‘draws’ against the British were considered victories. This 
could not have been made clearer than the court martial and 
subsequent execution of the unfortunate Admiral John Byng, 
who was made the scapegoat for the failure to destroy the 
French fleet at Minorca in 1756. This action by the admi-
ralty; "pour encourager les autres," would have a profound 
effect upon how future British admirals would conduct 
themselves in battle over the next 200 years. 

Dull's thesis proposed that the nation that had the most 
ships, or could bring the most firepower to bear, was gener-
ally the winner of most sea battles. He does not give as 
much credit for leadership, strategy, and tactics as some 
would probably expect. This may be disappointing to fans of 
Nelson and Collingwood, but Dull makes a good point. 
Unfortunately perhaps for her rivals, most of the time the 
British were able to put more ships and firepower to sea 

than their enemies, and, even when out-
numbered, Britain’s sailors, with their 
superior seamanship and training, proved 
to be the deciding factor in victory. It 
was only during the American War of 
Independence that the British would suf-
fer defeat, both on land and at sea. As 
Dull correctly points out, it was at this 
time that the British were meeting a 
French navy that was well led under 
Admirals Suffren and Comte de Grasse, 
with 70 ships of the line, allied with the 
Spanish, who provided 54 ships, and the 
Dutch who added 14 ships in opposition 
to the 94 British ships under Graves. 
The British navy of the period also suf-
fered from "imperial overreach." For 
example, while the British were attempt-
ing to subdue the Americans, they were 
also defending Canada, protecting their 
Caribbean trade and their homeland 
from invasion, and, unlike the situation 

in the First World War, Britain had no allies that she could 
count upon to safeguard her Empire while she was otherwise 
engaged. However, once the American war was resolved, it 
did not take the British long to regain their supremacy over 
the French navy, which quickly fell into decline as the 
French ran out of money, and, shortly thereafter, became 
involved in their own revolution. 

Dull describes the Napoleonic era as the ‘final curtain 
call’ for the French navy. Although the British navy enjoyed 
its greatest victories and celebrated its greatest naval heroes, 
it was fighting a French Navy that was already in serious 
decline, with ships only partially manned, and her Spanish 
ally, also in its final throes as a major power. Dull argues 
that the British navy's greatest contribution to the Napoleonic 
War was its ability to keep its trade routes open and its abil-
ity to support Wellington in his campaigns of harassing 
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Napoleon on the Iberian peninsula. What is often forgotten 
is that after Trafalgar, Napoleon would still continue to rule 
much of Europe for 10 more years. 

Nevertheless, Britannia would rule the waves unchal-
lenged for another 100 years, before another power would 
attempt to push her from Neptune's throne.
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A
rctic Front is a timely book that the authors state 
was motivated by the well-worn truism that those 
who ignore their history are bound to repeat it. 
The discussion within Canada on sovereignty in 
the Arctic has spiked repeat-

edly in the past; during the Klondike gold 
rush, the Second World War, the Cold War, 
and the ‘illegal’ transit of the American oil 
tanker Manhattan through the Northwest 
Passage. Each time, after the crisis passes, 
Canadians forget about the challenges that 
other countries have mounted with respect 
to our sovereignty in the North, especially 
in terms of the High Arctic islands, the 
Northwest Passage, and foreign claims to 
offshore resources.

The book is unusual in that it is a 
collaborative effort by four different 
authors. They have not written different 
sections of the book. Instead, all four 
have contributed to the whole content. 
Ken S. Coates is an expert on the American 
presence in Canada during the Second 
World War; P. Whitney Lackenbauer is a historian who 
writes about sovereignty and security issues in the Arctic; 
William R. Morrison also writes on Arctic sovereignty 
issues and the role of the North West Mounted Police in 
Canada’s North; and Greg Poelzer is a political scientist 
specializing in circumpolar Arctic affairs.

The authors assert “…[that] everyone knows the main 
reason for all this activity and concern is global warming. 
Recent satellite images have shown that the ice is melting 
faster than even the most pessimistic doomsters predicted, 
and that quite soon the Northwest Passage will be open for 
navigation for much of the year.”1 Canada’s claims in the 
Arctic have remained unresolved since 1880. The fact that 
the region was icebound meant that the dispute with neigh-
bours like the United States, Russia / USSR, and even 
Denmark remained quietly ’on the back burner’ for decade 

after decade. It really did not matter who had sovereignty 
over the area if no one could gain physical access to the 
region. Now all this is changing with a rapidity that is star-
tling, and Canada is going to have to face some very real and 
hard choices over what exactly it is prepared to do to enforce 
its claims in the Arctic. Forceful words in the House of 
Commons may not be enough to keep interlopers out of 
Canada’s coastal regions in the North.

The book correctly states that the United States is 
unlikely to ever recognize the Northwest Passage as an inter-
nal Canadian waterway. To do so would jeopardize the 
American’s position on free passage through other interna-

tional waterways around the globe. Russian 
claims to vast areas of the polar seabed are 
also likely to come into conflict with 
Canadian claims in the near future. The 
ability of the Russians to go over and 
under the polar ice sheet with submarines 
and large icebreakers will pose particular 
challenges to Ottawa in the near future.

The history of the Canadian 
Government’s presence in the Far North 
is shown to be entirely ‘reactive’ to out-
side threats to Canada’s claims in the 
region. A threat arises, a small force is 
sent north for a few years, and then with-
drawn. The dispatch of the Yukon Field 
Force during the height of the Klondike 
Gold Rush is a good example of this pat-
tern of behavior.

There have never been any political risks to Canadian 
political parties for ignoring the North. The authors point 
out two factors that have preserved Canadian sovereignty 
in the Arctic thus far: the almost total inaccessibility of the 
region to outsiders, and the fact that nobody else seemed to 
want any of the territory. However, this situation is about 
to change.

The authors trace the history of the Canadian 
Government’s benign neglect of the region as a pattern that 
has been constantly repeated for over 100 years. “Canada has 
spouted the rhetoric of Arctic engagement in the past and 
then done nothing.”2 Despite pious claims that Canada is an 
Arctic nation, the government has not been prepared (histori-
cally) to spend the kind of money in the region that would 
truly integrate the Far North with the rest of Canadian soci-
ety in the south. 


