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THE WAR OF 1812

‘A TALE OF

INEPTITUDE
AND DEFEAT’
Disaster and humilation at the Battle
of Crysler’s Farm near Morrisburg, Ont.

JAMES ELLIOTT

ALTHOUGH IT WON’T BE MARKING THE BICENTENNIAL
of the War of 1812 in any signiﬁcant way, the United States Army
should be, because it owes that conﬂict a major debt.
It was here that the folly of Thomas Jefferson’s citizen army was fully revealed, and out of that chaos the way was paved for the emergence
of a modern, professional army.
A series of battleﬁeld humiliations in the ﬁrst two years of the war
put paid to the notion that armies could be assembled at will simply by
putting civilians in uniform. The process, however, was painful. And
never more so than the abysmal St. Lawrence campaign of 1813, which
ended on the furrowed ﬁelds of Crysler’s Farm on November 11, 1813.

AMERICAN HISTORIANS
— when they could bring themselves to examine that campaign — are unanimous in their
censure. John Elting called it
“an unmitigated disgrace,”
Henry Adams, “the least creditable of the disasters suffered by
American arms during the
war” and Robert Quimby, “a
tale of ineptitude and defeat.”
For the Americans, the holy
grail of the war was control of
the St. Lawrence — command
of even the western end of that
great waterway would choke off
Britain’s crucial supply route to
Upper Canada.
The ﬁrst 15 months of the war
were spent in ill-advised and
disastrous attempts to invade
Upper Canada, which even if
they had succeeded would have
been like lopping a single
branch off the tree.
Finally, in the fall of 1813 with
Lake Erie secured and Detroit
and the Michigan Territory
back under American control,
the decision was ﬁnally taken.
Secretary of War John Armstrong decided resources could
be assembled to mount a campaign against Montreal. The
plan was to send one army
down the St. Lawrence from
Lake Ontario and a second
north from Lake Champlain in
a classic pincer movement.

THE STRATEGY was sound,
but this was an expedition
doomed to debacle pretty well
from conception.
Overall command was vested
in the lubricious Maj.-Gen.

James Wilkinson. Venal, selfserving and treasonous, Wilkinson — according to Teddy
Roosevelt the most despicable
character in all American history — was probably the worst
possible choice.
The second commander was
Maj.-Gen. Wade Hampton, a
crusty Virginian whose abhorrence of Wilkinson was so profound that he refused to acknowledge any orders from
Wilkinson, insisting all his direction come from the secretary
of war.
Despite the faint-to-nil prospects of this tandem ever functioning in concert, plans went
ahead to send Wilkinson’s force
of 8,000 down the St. Lawrence
and Hampton’s army of 4,000
north from Burlington, Vermont. It was the largest American offensive of the entire war
and one that wouldn’t be exceeded until the Civil War.
The logistics were impressive: 328 vessels, 12 ﬁtted as
gunboats, 300 river pilots, 20
siege guns, 40 ﬁeld pieces,
12,000
artillery
rounds,

It was the largest
American offensive
of the entire war
and one that
wouldn’t be
exceeded until the
Civil War.

340,000 individual rations,
hundreds of horses for cavalry,
supply wagons and teams, winter clothing, entrenching tools,
small arms and medical supplies.
The original plan included an
attack on Kingston ﬁrst but was
abandoned because the American naval commander on the
lake was reluctant to commit
his ships to the task.
The ﬁrst leg took the ﬂotilla
from the naval base at Sacket’s
Harbor to Grenadier Island at
the conﬂuence of the lake and
the St. Lawrence. Already
things were going wrong.
One of the artillery scows
was lost, two small schooners
ran aground and almost half
the rations spoiled because
troops stripped waterproof
covers from the provision casks
and used them as protection
from the wet, windy and cold
weather.
Ahead, 240 kilometres
downriver, lay Montreal. In between there were ﬁve perilous
sets of rapids to be run.
Wilkinson’s adjutant-general
estimated that 80 per cent of the
army had dysentery. A civilian
watching it pass through Ogdensburg, NY, said it resembled
a moving hospital. Half the food
had been lost and the only thing
they had in abundance was
whisky.
Meanwhile, the other half of
the intended pincer had
crossed the border into Lower
Canada from New York following the Chateauguay River,
which ﬂows north to the St.
Lawrence. Waiting, at the site of
the village of Howick, 64 kilometres southwest of Montreal,
on October 26 was a mixed force
of Canadian Voltigeurs, Canadian Fenciblies, Lower Canadian militia and natives totalling
about 1,700 under the command of Lt.-Col. Charles de
Salaberry.
Hampton’s main force of
about 3,000 confronted de Salaberry’s well-chosen forward
line defended by 317 Canadiens
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and 22 Abenaki warriors. Despite repeated assaults, the line
held and Hampton’s force withdrew, leaving many of their
wounded behind. Within ﬁve
days, Hampton’s army was
back across the border.
It was a stunning outcome
that disgusted many of the
American ofﬁcers. “From inception to termination, a disgrace to the United States Army,” one complained bitterly.
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Donald E. Graves said Chateauguay was “a clear demonstration of how a well-led and positioned military force can hold
off an opponent vastly superior
in numbers. It was not a question of courage … it was question of leadership.”
Back on the St. Lawrence
Wilkinson’s difﬁculties continued as he moved down the river
harassed from the rear with
bulldog tenacity by British regulars on land and a Royal Navy
squadron on the river.
The major-general, like most
of his army, suffered from
chronic dysentery which he
treated liberally with laudanum, an alcoholic tincture of
opium. His behaviour became
so erratic subordinates thought
him drunk. His chief of staff reported: “Under the inﬂuence of
laudanum the general became
very merry and sang and repeated stories.”
On November 10 it rained all
day and 300 Canadian militia
managed to delay the progress
of Wilkinson’s advance guard,
which allowed Lt.-Col. Joseph
Morrison’s 1,200 mostly regular
troops to occupy the ground
of his choosing near the present-day town of Morrisburg,
Ont.
At this point, Morrison made
a bold decision that would have
profound implications — an order arrived from Kingston to
break off contact with the enemy and return “with all possible dispatch.” He ignored it.
On the evening of November
10, both Wilkinson and his second-in-command were ill and
ﬁeld command fell to Brig.Gen. John Parker Boyd, a tolerable ﬁeld-grade ofﬁcer but way
over his head in command of a
brigade.
Boyd, with 2,400 troops, was
told that if the British harassed
his rear he was “to turn and

Troops ran out of
ammunition,
artillery was
ineffective, officers
lost control and the
Americans fell back
to the river.
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beat them back.” Likely, Boyd
was expecting to ﬁght a short,
sharp action and drive the British back. Morrison however,
with something entirely different in mind, was ready.

THE BATTLE began midafternoon on November 11 on
the muddy ﬁelds of John Crysler’s farm and over the next 140
minutes the disaster that had
been looming since Wilkinson
left Sacket’s Harbor four weeks
earlier, found form.
Despite a two-to-one manpower advantage, the American attack was an unco-ordinated mess. Troops were committed piecemeal over the rutted, muddy ﬁelds and each
wave was roughly handled by
Morrison’s disciplined corps.
Troops ran out of ammunition, artillery was ineffective,
ofﬁcers lost control of their men
and the Americans fell back to
the river, embarked in their
boats and crossed to the American side.
Historian Donald Graves
said Morrison executed the perfect battle plan: “He had picked
an excellent position and used
the superior discipline and ﬁrepower of his troops … what it
came down to was that a small
but professional army had defeated an opponent superior
only in numbers.”
Morrison’s losses in killed,
wounded and missing where
about 200, or one sixth of his
force.
Ofﬁcially, the Americans lost
102 killed, 237 wounded and 75
missing for a total of 414 although the true cost may have
been as high as 700.
Wilkinson was court-martialed in early 1814 but honourably acquitted — thus retaining
his record as “the general who
never won a battle but never
lost a court martial.”
For Americans, the bad taste
of Crysler’s farm may endure —
it’s difﬁcult to sweep the
spectacular failure of a 12,000strong expedition entirely under the rug — but much of the
battleﬁeld no longer exists, at
least not in any accessible form.
In 1958, 20,000 acres on the
Canadian side were ﬂooded as
part of the St. Lawrence Seaway
Project, leaving the graves of
some 200 American, British
and Canadian soldiers underwater.
James Elliott is a Hamilton journalist and writer. His most recent
book, Strange Fatality: The Battle
of Stoney Creek, won the 2011
Talman Prize for best book on
Ontario history.
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