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Private James Rolston takes part in a re-enactment of the fall of Fort George The garrison was shelled by the American troops who razed the town before they left.

THE ATTACK ON FORT GEORGE
How ‘the bulwark of Upper Canada’ fell to the Americans with heavy casualties
JAMES ELLIOTT

IT WAS AN OPENING SCENE worthy
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The British commander, having split his
force into three sections, had only about 250
men to oppose the initial landing — two understrength companies of the Glengarry
Light Infantry, one of the Royal Newfoundland Fencibles, a detachment of Runchey’s
Coloured Corps and about 100 men from the
1st Lincoln Militia.
Although they were able to unleash at
least two concentrated vollies at the approaching boats, American casualties were
surprisingly light prompting one ofﬁcer to
note “nothing but Providence and exceedingly bad shooting permitted so many of us
to live and ﬁght another day.”
The arrival of ﬁve companies of the 8th
Regiment boosted the British force by 300
and as the ﬁrst American boats came ashore,
a ﬁerce, 15-minute ﬁreﬁght ensued that left
nearly 400 casualties strewn so thickly that
an American ofﬁcer reported “one could
hardly take a step… without stumbling over
the corpse of some soldier.”
Three more brigades followed the advance ashore and the British were forced to
withdraw. Shortly past noon it was over.
Overwhelmed by superior numbers and
outgunned by artillery that gutted Fort
George and cut huge swaths through his infantry, Vincent had little choice but to gather
his dwindling forces and retreat south along
the Niagara River towards Queenston.
For all the forethought and planning that
had gone into the invasion — it was indeed a
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of a Hollywood movie: Pre- dawn light. A
party of British ofﬁcers stand staring at a
fogbound lake. Voices can be heard and the
splash of oars but there is nothing to be seen.
Fifty yards offshore the bottle-green lake
simply disappears in an opaque wall of mist.
Then, as the sun begins to burn off the fog,
the ofﬁcers get to see what they’ve been waiting for.
Facing them in an extended half-circle
more than two miles across, stands a vast
ﬂotilla — vast beyond anything ever seen on
this lake. A corvette, a brig and eight schooners — sixteen armed vessels in all — and
score upon score of Durham boats, scows,
bateaux, whalers, long boats, skiffs and
launches, all tightly packed with troops,
nearly 6,000 in all.
And so the May 27, 1813, attack on Fort
George began.
From the American side of the Niagara
River the harmony of light and water transcended the lethal intent. One ofﬁcer marvelled at “the ascending vapours, gilt by the
bright sun, ﬂoating above the lofty ﬂeet and
bannered boats below — together formed a
scene at once imposing and beautiful.”
After reducing the provincial capital York
to a smoking ruin exactly one month earlier
to score their ﬁrst signiﬁcant victory of the
war, the Americans were now poised to attack what they considered “the bulwark of
Upper Canada,” Fort George, in what is now
the town of Niagara-on-the-Lake.
British garrisons in Upper Canada —
starved by the manpower demands of the
Napoleonic war — were chronically undermanned, and Fort George was a perfect example.
British commander Brigadier General
John Vincent’s force amounted to 1,000 regulars, 300 militia and 60 natives spread over
a 17-kilometre front between Fort George
and Queenston, to oppose an invasion force
four times that size.
On the signal of a rocket ﬁred from Fort
Niagara, the guns of that fortiﬁcation and
ﬁve land batteries opened a furious 30-minute barrage on Fort George and the adjoining town.
When the ﬁring ceased, the ﬁrst line of
boats began pulling for the mouth of TwoMile Creek just to the west of the current Niagara-on-the-Lake Golf Course while the ﬁfers played Yankee Doodle and spectators on

the American shore cheered.
The lakeside common adjoining a stone
lighthouse nearby was perhaps the ideal
landing but was rejected because leadership
feared another booby trap like Fort York’s
powder magazine that was detonated with
disastrous results for the Americans.
Not only were the British heavily outmanned, they were also equally outgunned
by the Americans, who were able to bring 76
naval and land-based guns to bear while the
British could counter with only 16.
Three of the American schooners were directed to anchor and cover a particular piece
of shoreline. The property’s owner, James
Crooks, a merchant and militia ofﬁcer,
would certainly have recognized one of the
vessels manoeuvring through the smoke
and fog to enﬁlade his farm.
The 50-ton schooner Scourge had been
built by Crooks two years earlier as a lake
transport. Seized by the U.S. Navy and
armed with 10 guns, the Scourge was about
to riddle the property of her legal owner
with a lethal combination of grape and canister shot. (Less than three months later the
Scourge and another armed schooner would
be lost in a squall off Port Dalhousie)
As the American guns scoured the shoreline, the Cherokee-Scot war chief, John Norton crouched in a shallow ravine and
watched helplessly as two thirds of his 60
Grand River warriors decided this ﬁght was
already lost and slipped away.

Cpl. Joel Petriello fires his gun during a re-enactment.

textbook operation, ﬂawlessly executed —
there appears however, to have been no real
thought given to administering the coup de
grace to the battered British force.
Putative command of the expedition fell to
the former governor of New York, Morgan
Lewis, who was described by a contemporary as “a major general who could not execute the duties of the quarter master.”
The only initiative came from the intrepid
Winﬁeld Scott, just beginning his remarkable 50-year career in the U.S. Army. The
commander of the advance seems to have
been the only senior ofﬁcer to grasp what
was happening – a beaten army was being
allowed to escape.
Scott, undeterred by a broken collarbone
and several orders to halt, had raced up the
Queenston road with riﬂemen, light troops
and mounted dragoons in pursuit only to be
recalled by a direct order -- and a reprimand
-- from Morgan Lewis.
One of Scott’s subordinates reﬂected the
general frustration: “We ought to have pursued the enemy night and day while they
were under panic. Our generals appeared to
act as if Canada were conquered.”
Nevertheless the Americans had won a
decisive victory, they had met and beaten
some of the best infantry in the world, the
“bulwark of Upper Canada” had been taken
and they could be forgiven for believing the
rest of the upper province would follow.
“Our ﬂag waves triumphant over Fort
George,” one ofﬁcer crowed, “we shall do
well this campaign . . . our cause draws down
the blessings of heaven.”
Meanwhile, John Vincent and the remnants of his force, badly-mauled and reeling
from heavy losses — 435 casualties — could
only credit his good fortune at having been
allowed to escape.
His second in command, Lieutenant Colonel John Harvey would note: “The troops
continued their retreat towards Queenston
Mountain in perfect order without the
slightest molestation. He gained nothing but
the smoking ruins of the fort and the possession of a deserted village.”
The implication of that tactical error
would be obscured in the initial blush of victory but would loom immense nine days
hence on a farm ﬁeld in Stoney Creek.
James Elliott is a Hamilton journalist and writer.
His most recent book, Strange Fatality: The
Battle of Stoney Creek, won the 2011 Tallman
Prize for best book on Ontario history.

