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Reviewed by John R. Grodzinski

T
his book is based upon a 
remarkable collection of per-
sonal anecdotes found in an 
old letter book held by the 
Bibliothèque et Archives 

nationales du Québec, and a similar docu-
ment that was acquired by the Stewart 
Museum of  Montreal in 2009. Accounts 
by members of the army rank and file 
from the Seven Years’ War are rare, and 
thus, the publication of anecdotes from a 
veteran of the siege of Louisbourg and the 
1759 and 1760 sieges of Québec is an 
important addition to the published litera-
ture of this period. 

Sergeant James Thompson enjoyed a 
long life that included military service 
with the 78th Regiment of Foot, the 
famous Fraser Highlanders of the Seven 
Years’ War. When that regiment was being 
raised in 1757, Thompson, a member of 
the Highland gentry that was disenfranchised following the 
1745 uprising, hoped that the patronage of Charles Baillie, his 
best friend and commander of the Fraser’s grenadier company, 
would help him secure a commission as a junior officer. This 
connection failed, and Thompson chose instead to enrol as a 
gentleman volunteer and serve as a sergeant until a vacancy 
became available in the grenadier company.

 Unfortunately, his patron Baillie was killed on the 
beaches near Louisbourg in 1758, ending any hope of prefer-
ment. Thereafter, Sergeant Thompson enjoyed a charmed 
existence as he survived every major action in which his regi-
ment participated without receiving a scratch. His adventures, 
left to posterity in 44 anecdotes covering his exploits with the 
Fraser’s, also include his reminiscences as Overseer of Works 
for Quebec, and experiences during the siege of Quebec dur-
ing the American War of Independence. These ‘anecdotes’ 

owe their existence to Thompson’s son 
James, who began transcribing his father’s 
war stories in 1830, providing the ration-
ale for the book’s title, for the senior 
Thompson was a bard, which, in old 
Scottish culture, was a collector of history 
and genealogy in the form of oral history. 

The book is organized in three parts. 
The first is a detailed biographical essay 
on James Thompson, and it is followed by 
the centrepiece of the book containing all 
the anecdotes, collated from the two pre-
viously mentioned letter books, and two 
other sources. The final section provides 
more than 70 pages of biographical notes 
pertaining to the key individuals from the 
period, or those mentioned in the text. 
The anecdotes touch upon many aspects 
of the life of an 18thCcentury soldier-too 
many to describe here, so what follows is 
a taste of what is offered. Anecdote 4 

recounts the landing at Louisborg, and it was first published in 
the Québec newspaper Star and Commercial Advertiser in 
1828. Here, we learn of Captain Baillie’s death: “My Captain, 
poor fellow! … for whose sake I came away from Scotland, 
and who was my best and most intimate friend, poor Captain 
Baillie! He was sitting on the opposite side of the Boat, and 
was struck so mortally … that he expired without the least 
struggle.” Moving ahead to September 1759, when the British 

would certainly not have described himself a “loyal Irishman;” 
the number of British subjects in “Canada” in 1785 is said to 
be 100,000 people, but the geographic extent of this territory 
is undefined. Why not use census data from the early-1800s?  
Peter Hunter is wrongly identified as the Governor-General of 
Canada, when he was, in fact, Lieutenant-Governor of Upper 
Canada between 1799 and 1805; the wrong date is given for 
the repeal of the Orders in Council in 1812; and it was the 
Prince Regent, and not Parliament, who ratified the Treaty of 
Ghent on 27 December 1814.

While this book is disappointing from the British per-
spective, it offers several interesting insights: a population that 
had not been completely separated by the American War of 
Independence became more distinctive in the aftermath of the 
War of 1812; and the only quantifiable outcome of the conflict 
was the confirmation of the existing border between America 
and British North America. The author also provides interest-

ing examples of contrasts between Upper Canada and the 
American republic before the war, such as the lower tax bur-
den carried by Upper Canadians as compared to that borne by 
the Americans. Taylor’s descriptions of the interactions 
between soldiers and civilians are vivid, and in contrast to 
other works.  For example, the operations of the two fine 
American divisions in the Niagara Peninsula during the sum-
mer and fall of 1814, while valiant, did little towards securing 
American victory, and they actually “… wasted the nation’s 
finest troops in futile battles.” Tactical successes cannot make 
up for strategic failure, and this appears to be the author’s les-
son of the war, that, superficially at least, the post-war 
American idea of victory was a crafted mirage. 
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line advanced during the battle of Québec in 1759, Brigadier-
General James Murray, the commander of the brigade that 
included the Frasers, cried out: “… the Piper was missing, and 
he knowing well the value of one on such occasions, he sent in 
all directions for him, and he was heard to say about, ‘Where’s 
the highland Piper!’? and ‘Five pounds for a piper,’ but devil a 
bit did the piper come forward the sooner.” Thompson was an 
admirer of Major-General James Wolfe, and he lamented his 
death: “Oh! He was a noble fellow! And he was so kind and 
attentive to our men, that they would have gone thro’ fire and 
water [which they did] to serve him!”

The editors, both respected for their work on the history 
of the 78th Fraser Highlanders and Highlanders in the Seven 
Years’ War, were wise in annotating the anecdotes, and their 
notes define period military terminology, explain obscure cul-
tural references, offer biographical information, and speculate 
upon whom Thompson might have been referring to when he 

was silent on a name. An example is contained at Page 177, 
Note 146, where the editors assume Thompson was making 
reference to Brigadier-General Robert Monckton. In acknow-
ledgement of the challenges of working with transcribed oral 
accounts, the authors have also corrected several passages 
where Sergeant Thompson’s “memory is hazy,” (Page 124, 
Note 34) or where unintentional errors, such as ‘James Jr.’ 
inserting himself into one account, occurs. 

The publication of the oral tales of a sergeant from the 
Seven Years’ War, who was present at so many important 
events in Canadian history, is welcome. It is well illustrated, 
including a 14 plate colour album, and period and modern 
maps as only the wonderful book designer Robin Brass can 
provide.  A Bard of Wolfe’s Army is a perfect example of how 
a book of this type should be compiled, annotated, designed, 
and presented.  
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D
r. Windsor, a military historian of note and a 
former Hussar himself, is well qualified to pen 
this history of the service of the 8th (New 
Brunswick) Hussars in Italy during the Second 
World War. In addition to his impressive aca-

demic credentials and a growing and highly-regarded record 
of publications, he has, as well, seen 
contemporary conflict first hand, hav-
ing observed, in 2007, the operations 
of the Canadian Joint Task Force in 
Kandahar Province, Afghanistan.

It is important to begin by defin-
ing what this book is and is not. Steel 
Cavalry does not aspire to be an overly 
detailed or academic analysis of the 
combat operations of a Canadian 
armoured regiment in Italy in the 
Second World War. Rather, as one of 
the volumes of the New Brunswick 
Military Heritage Series, it seeks to 
provide the lay reader a sense, in just 
under 170 pages of text, of the experi-
ences of a provincial militia unit that 
was mobilized as a motorcycle regi-
ment in 1940, was converted to tanks a 
year later, and then, that same year, 
was sent overseas as a unit of the 5th 
Canadian Armoured Division. The 5th 

Division deployed into Italy, as part of the 1st Canadian Corps, 
late in 1943, saw its first combat along the static Ortona front, 
and then fought in two major offensives in 1944: Diadem (the 
breaking of the Hitler Line and attack into the Liri Valley) and 
Olive (the penetration of the Gothic Line, and the drive into 
the Romagna Plain).  

Dr. Windsor makes effective use of first-person accounts 
to provide vivid and compelling images of Hussars engaged in 
battle with a seasoned and well-prepared enemy. In these para-
graphs, one is repeatedly struck by the everyday courage and 
resolution of these Canadian troopers – truly warriors for the 
working day.

The essence of this book is its description of armoured 
combat in the close and difficult terrain of the Italian mainland. 

In general, tactical operations in Italy 
demanded especially careful coopera-
tion between all combat arms. Within 
the 5th Division, the 8th Hussars clearly 
excelled in providing the type of inti-
mate tank support that was so often 
essential in getting the infantryman 
successfully forward on to his objec-
tive. This was superbly demonstrated 
during the ‘break-in’ battle at the 
Gothic Line, when Hussar tanks closely 
supported the assault battalions of the 
11th Infantry Brigade at Montecchio. In 
what was virtually an attack off the line 
of march, the two leading infantry bat-
talions, each with a Hussar squadron, 
breached the well-placed and equipped 
German defences, opening the way for 
the rest of the 5th Division. A similar 
breakthrough in the area of the 1st 
Canadian Infantry Division put paid to 
any German hopes of holding the 
Gothic Line. Indeed, the Germans were 
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