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Winning without fighting

Capture of Detroit earned Brock enduring title ‘saviour of Upper Canada’

JAMES ELLIOTT

It was perhaps the most audacious
gamble of the entire war, A young
general officer, tasked with defend-
inga territory larger than England
with a minuscule force of1,800 reg-
ulars, was determined to “speak
Toud and loak hig.”

He stared down an invading ar-
my, and in the process engineered
one of the more notable heists in the
history of warfare.

By the time it wasover, the United
tes had sulfered the greatest ter-
Hofthe
present-day states of Michigan and
Wisconsin and part of Minnesota.
And all aceomplished without in-
curring asingle casualty.

The general officer was, of
course, Isaac Brock, no stranger to
Ontario where towns, schools,
streets, townships and even hatels
bear his name. But generally he's
remembered for how he died: lead-
ingacharge at Queenston Heights.

The action at Detroit, however,
was Brocks finest hour, a victory
that rescued Upper Canada at the
moment ofits greatest peril,

How it all played out is a bit ofa
i

A career-army officer first com-
missioned at the age of 15, Brock
had combat expe ein the Neth
d Denmark under some

orial loas in its histor

erlandss
of England's greatest warriors be
fore being posted to Montreal in
1802 as commander of the 49 Regi-
ment.

By 1807, he had been appointed
brigadier-general and within three
years was in command of all forces
in Upper Canada (present-day
southern Ontariol.

Like most of his fellow officers, he
wanted to fight Napoleon on the big
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Sir Isaac Brock organized defences in Upper Canada to fight the Americans

in the War of 1812

stage in Spain, not being exiled toa
mote North Americ:
Bu
muate professional.

the end he was

jor General and both the mi
and eivil authority in Upper Ca
da, positions he used toskilfully or-
ganize defences in the face of the
rapidly approaching war with the
us.

After vears of petitioning the
Horse Guards in London for a post-
ing to Spain, he was finally given
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dwich {present-day Windsor).
esponse, the imperious Brock
ntaina

In

strictly defen
dered a small mixed force of regu-
lars, voyageurs and nat
tack strategic Fort Ma
northern tipof Lake Huron.

‘Taken by surprise, the garrison
surrendered without a single shot
being fired by either side. ltwasa
preview of things tocome.

Though defending 1,930 kilo-
metres of border with scant re-
sources, Brock was nevertheless
determined to respond foreefully to
Hull’sincursions into the provinee.

En route to Long Point in early
August, Brock passed through Bar-
tom Tow pithe old City of Ham-

permission to take a Buropean
command in January 1812,
With war clonds gathering, he
ed the offer. “Brock's person
al pride, strict sense of duty and
sense of what honour demanded
would neither allow him to walk
away froma fight nor leavea job un-
done,” writes historian and Brock
biographer Jonathon Riley,
The LS. declared war in June
and barely three weeks lateran in-
vading army under Brigadier-Gen-
eral William Hull had landed at

gh locol-
# Lincoln Mili-
of warriors

ilton), stopping long
lect members of the
tia and a small |
from the Grand River.

His force of 60 regulars, 300 mili-
tin and 6o natives embarked on
Lake Erie in12 open boats. Travel-
ling mostly at night his littlearmada
coverad more than 320 kilometres
through several rainstorms, arriv-
ingat Amhersthurg on the Detroit
Riverin sixdays,

Almost his first action was to
greet the great Shawnee warrior Te-
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Heights, captured Fort Detroit with help from Tecumseh and a deceptive plan that made his force appear much larger than it actually was.

cumseh who commanded a com
bined force of Shawnee, Wyandot,
Potawatomi, Menominee, Winne-
bago, Siowx, Munsee, Ottawa, Kick-
apoa, Sacand Ofibwa.

Both leaders came away im-
pressed. “A more sagacious, or a
more gallant warrior, does not, | be-

lieve, exist,” Brock said of
Tecumseh.
On paper, Brock faced a d.

challenge. Hull, the Ar
eral, had some 2,400 1
nside and oulsid
troit, and an impressive array of ar-
tillery to defend it including 20
24-pound guns.
The fort, o

he prese
of a federal courthous:
town Detroit, was an earthwork
square with six-metre ramparis
surrounded by a log palisade. The
whole square was further protected
by a series of steep-sided ditches
studded with sharpened sticks or
ahatis

Hull, however, was anything but
aconfident commander. At 59, the
Revolutionary War veteran was
well past his best-before date,
Spooked by the loss of Fort Macki-
nacand the prospect of all the Indi-

ans of the northwest j i the

British, Hull had lost momentum.
"To make matters worse, his per-

sonal baggage and communications

had been caplured by the British.

His army, only a few
moved from visions of a fu
invasion of Upper Canada, had
been reduced to fugitive status,
huddling inside the palisades of
Fort Detroit.

Brock, fully aware he had gained
asignificant psychological advan-
tage, moved quickly to exploit it

scale
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Ignoring the trepidations of his se-
nior officers, Brock set in motion
his plan to assault the American
stronghold.

The first step was a letter to Hull
demanding immediate eapitula-
tion. Hull rejected it but Brock was
playing a psychological game.

His letter contained an ominous
warning: “Itis far from my inten-
tion tojoin ina war ofexter
tion but you must be aware that

i

the numerous body of Indians
who haveattached themselves to
my troops will be beyond control
the moment  the contest
COmmences.”

The attack began well before
dawn on the morning of August 16,
1812, with 530 natives under Te-
cumseh erossing the mile-wide
river toestablish a bridgehead on
the American side.

At daylight, the British crossed
under cover of two vessels of the
Provincial Marine,

The landing
unopposed.

Brock now had 330 regulars —
the 41° Foot, the Royal Newfound-
and Royal Artillery
— &0 Grand River warriors
400 Upper Canadian M
many of whom were wearing dis-
carded red coats from the 41,

Under eovering fire from a five-
gun battery on the Canadian side,
Brock's force approached the fort
directly on the portage road. Inad-
on todressing the militia in red
coats, the distance between sec-
tions was doubled toincrease the
length of the column giving it the
appearance of greater numbe:

To the north, Tecumseh’s war-
riors provided a sereen of skir-
mishers to protect Brock's flank.
Tothe south, a smaller group un-
der John Norton served a similar
purpase.

was  totally

nd

account says Tecumseh,
maoving through the woods to the
northofthe fort, marched his war-
riors three separate times through
aclearing in full view of the g
son giving the impression of much
greater numbers. Certainly Hull
believed he was facing “savages ...
numerous beyond any former
mple.”

As they approached the fort
they could seeand hear theartil-
lery rounds arcing over the river
and landing in the fort, The mortar
shells were particularly effective
for they could be slung over de-
fences where they burst in build-
ings and confined spaces crowded
with the entire civilian population
of Detroit.

Then, at 10 a.m, wi
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h Brock's

the assi

troops poised to beg 5
the American guns fell silent and a
while bed she
southwest bastio

Two of Brock's aides were dis-
patched to the fort to arrange the
terms of surrender, which were
essentially unconditional. They
reported that Hull appeared terri-
fied, his hands shook, his voice fal-
tered. Jonathon Riley says Hull
was an old soldier — cautious with
lives, “toa old for war in the
wilderness.”

Among the prizes taken were
the colours of the 4* US Infantry
— aregiment’s symbolic soul — a5
guns, 11,000 rounds of shot, 4,600
mortar shells, 69 harrels of pow-
der, 2,500 kets, 500 rifles and
the brig, Adams. Brock had ac-
complished what the great mili-
tary strategist Sun Teu considered
“the supreme art of war” — win-
ning without fighting.

His patch to Governor Sir
George Prevost tells the story: 1
hasten to apprize Your Excellency
of the capture of this very impor-
tant post — 2,500 troops have this
day surrendered prisoners of war,
and about 25 pieces of Ordnance
have been taken, without the sac-
rifice of adrop of British blood,”

In recognition of this stunning
exploit he would earn a knight-
hood from the Duke of York and
briguet “saviourof

appeared on the
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