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Introduction

In introducing his book, Captain Cook’s War and Peace: The Royal

Navy Years, 1755-1768, John Robson remarked that “Some writers have

asked the question, ‘Why was James Cook chosen to lead the Endeavour

expedition [into the Pacific in 1768]?’” Robson then suggested that, with a

better understanding of Cook’s career between 1755 and 1768, the more

reasonable questions to ask would be “‘Why would the Admiralty have

chosen anyone else to lead the expedition?’ and ‘Who else could they

have chosen?’.”1 Robson’s point is that Cook’s career in the Pacific (which

for much of the rest of the world is the only James Cook there is) cannot be

understood without reference to his accomplishments during the years that

he served in the Royal Navy in North America. Those years  were abso-

lutely critical to his training as a navigator, a cartographer, and as a com-

mander. Indeed, in his superb new biography of Cook, Frank McLynn

declares quite unambiguously that “Even without the Pacific, Cook would

have been a great historical figure.”2 It is a conclusion accepted by those

who have studied the man carefully, but it is a conclusion which has

     1John Robson, Captain Cook's War & Peace: The Royal Navy Years 1755-1768
(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press; Barnsley, South Yorks.: Seaforth Publishing;
Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2009), p. 4.

     2Frank McLynn, Captain Cook: Master of the Seas (New Haven, CT and London:
Yale University Press, 2011), 
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difficulty capturing public recognition anywhere except here in Atlantic

Canada.3

Cook was recruited for his Pacific service directly as a result of that

service in Atlantic Canada and especially as a result of his service here in

Newfoundland between 1762 and 1767. We participate in this symposium

to mark the 250th anniversary of Cook’s appearance here, and it is my role

tonight to explain the circumstances which first brought him here in 1762.

But before I focus my attention on those circumstances, I would like to

make a few observations about the man and his Royal Navy service up to

1762.

The first thing we have to understand is that James Cook was Mr.

Cook in 1762, not Captain Cook.4 Though he was rated an Able Seaman

when, in his late twenties, he entered the navy in 1755 – in recognition of

his several years’ seafaring experience in commercial service, first in North

Sea coal trade and then in trade into the Baltic – the superiority of his skills

and experience led him to be promoted to Master’s Mate within a month of

joining his first ship, and then Master in 1757. This early service was in the

warship Eagle, commanded by Joseph Hamar and then, before the year

was out, by Hugh Palliser. Palliser must have quickly recognized some-

thing special in the young Master’s Mate for he gave him particular atten-

     3Victor Suthren, To Go Upon Discovery: James Cook and Canada, from 1758 to
1779 (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 2000); James Lockett, Captain James Cook in Atlantic
Canada: The Adventurer and Map Maker's Formative Years (Halifax: Formac, 2010).

     4As Dudley Pope explained, “the rank went with the job;” Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy
(1981; reprinted London: Unwin Hyman, 1987), p. 78. Cook was “captain” in
Newfoundland and on the first two Pacific voyages in the sense that he commanded a
vessel, but his actual rank in the navy was that of Master until he passed his lieuten-
ant’s exam in 1768; he was not promoted to Commander until 1771, and he did not
achieve the rank of ‘captain’ until he was promoted in 1775; David Syrett and R.L.
DiNardo, The Commissioned Sea Officers of the Royal Navy 1660-1815  (Aldershot,
Hamps.: Scolar Press for the Navy Records Society, 1994), p. 95.
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tion, mentoring him in navigation and other essential seafaring skills.5 This,

and bad luck for the Eagle’s Master, who was killed in an encounter with a

French warship in 1757, opened the door for Cook to promotion to Master.

And it was with the rank of ship’s Master that Cook served for the next ten

years, including all his years in Newfoundland.

A Master, it must be understood, was not a commissioned officer. He

was the senior warrant officer in a warship, privileged to mess in the

wardroom with midshipmen and lieutenants, occasionally (depending on

the size of the warship) even being paid more than the lieutenants but

never out-ranking them. The Master played an essential role in a warship.

As Brian Lavery explained, he was responsible for the ship’s navigation –

setting courses, finding the ship’s position, supervising pilotage – and he

supervised the young midshipmen in learning the fundamentals of naviga-

tion themselves. He was responsible for stowing the ship’s supplies –

provisions, munitions, sails and rigging, everything needed by a ship while

it was away from port – and he managed the ship’s sail-handling while

underway. All this he recorded in the master’s log.  More so than anyone

else on board, the Master was responsible for the overall safety, manage-

ment and well-being of the ship itself.6

One role which all masters of warships were expected to perform

was to prepare charts of harbours that were unfamiliar to the ship or for

which the ship lacked any charts of its own. It was in this capacity that

James Cook would excel – so much so that the recommendations of his

superiors brought him to the attention of the Admiralty and his appointment

to the three Pacific expeditions for which the world knows him best. In this

regard, his experience and cartographic skills in Newfoundland were

     5Suthren, To Go Upon Discovery, p. 39.

     6Brian Lavery, Nelson's Navy: Its Ships, Men, and Organisation, 1793-1815
(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1990), 100-101.
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critical. Cook almost certainly had a good understanding of navigation and

perhaps even a rudimentary comprehension of cartography before he

joined the navy, thanks to his merchant sea service. But it was while he

served as Master, now in the Pembroke, Capt. John Simcoe, during the

Louisbourg campaign in 1758 that Cook learned the science and technol-

ogy of scientific cartography from Samuel Holland. Holland was a Dutch-

born engineer serving with the British army and assigned to prepare maps

of Louisbourg both during and after the siege. It was from him that Cook

learned how to use a plane table, a simple device which could be carried

into the field, had a flat horizontal surface on which to record measure-

ments that were taken with the aid of a small telescope and an alidade for

measuring angles and calculating distances. Holland later recorded in

detail how Cook mastered the use of the plane table under Holland’s

tutelage and, perhaps just as important, the encouragement of Pembroke’s

captain, John Simcoe. In particular, Simcoe urged Cook to acquire both the

astronomical and mathematical knowledge to master the cartographic

techniques that Cook later applied in Newfoundland.7

To help you appreciate just how significantly better were Cook’s

cartographic skills than those of his peers, let’s take a look at two sets of

charts of the Bay of Islands that were made at roughly the same time, both

by masters of warships. The first set was by Joseph Gilbert, Master of the

Guernsey, Captain Palliser, during Palliser’s visit to Western Newfound-

land in the summer of 1764. Gilbert’s hand-drawn charts are based entirely

on his ability to represent on paper what he saw visually. This was typically

how charts were made by most masters. Contrast Gilbert’s work with that

of James Cook in 1767, prepared during Cook’s coastal surveys of 1764-

1767, using the cartographic techniques and technology that he first

     7Suthren, To Go Upon Discovery, pp. 58-60. Holland’s letter was written in 1792 to
Captain Simcoe’s son, John Graves Simcoe, who was by then Lieutenant-Governor of
Upper Canada. Suthren reprints the letter in full.
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learned under the tutelage of Samuel Holland.

But we’re now getting ahead of the story. Cook’s service at

Louisbourg in 1758 was followed by his service, still in Pembroke, the

following year in the campaign which led to the capture of Quebec by the

combined land-sea expedition under the command of General James

Wolfe and Admiral Charles Saunders. Cook played a key role in meeting

the extremely difficult navigational challenge of working the British fleet up

the St. Lawrence to the French town. Within days of its surrender, Cook

transferred to Northumberland. Alexander, Lord Colvill, who had been

Northumberland’s captain, was now promoted to commodore with William

Adams as his flag captain and Cook as his Master. Northumberland,

together with a number of other ships, immediately headed for Halifax,

arriving there in late October, but the following April the ship returned to

Quebec as part of a force intended to raise a siege which the French had

begun there in an effort to dislodge the British. The siege failed, Quebec

remained in British hands – indeed, Montreal would fall that year to British

forces – and Northumberland with Cook still serving as Master returned to

Halifax, though not without another change in personnel. Nathaniel

Bateman replaced Williams Adams as the ship’s captain just before the

ship began its descent of the river and journey back to Halifax, where it

would remain moored for well over a year. To all intents and purposes, it

appeared as though Northumberland’s – and Cook’s – war was over. The

French, however, had a different idea.

The Raid on Newfoundland, 1762

On May 8, 1762, four French warships under the command of

Charles-Henri-Louis d’Arsac, Chevalier de Ternay, slipped out of the Brest

in thick weather and eluded British warships that were blockading the

French coast. On board were 560 soldiers and officers, led by Joseph-

Louis de Cléron, comte d’Haussonville. The object of the expedition was to
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injure Great Britain’s capacity to wage war as much as possible by damag-

ing her fishery at Newfoundland.8 D’Haussonville’s force would control St.

John’s as a base of operations while the fishery was destroyed. Then, after

no more than a month, Ternay was supposed to proceed to Cape Breton

Island and cause as much damage there as possible. He was then to

return to France, attacking and ravaging the Irish and Scottish coasts en

route. Nothing in his instructions suggests that Ternay was expected to

occupy any territory permanently. His mission was a raid, one intended to

cause as much damage to the British economy as possible in hopes of

bringing sufficient pressure to bear on the British government that they

would be willing to negotiate acceptable terms to end the war,

Ternay’s expedition was an indication of just how desperate France’s

situation had become by 1762. The Seven Years’ War (1756-1763) had

gone badly – very badly – for the French. Their colonial empire in North

America and the West Indies had virtually been eliminated – the latest

disaster was the loss of Martinique earlier that same year. Previous at-

tempts to negotiate a peace had failed when William Pitt, the British Prime

Minister, refused to share the Newfoundland fishery with the French. This

was unacceptable to France. The fishery was simply too essential to

France, both as a commercial asset and a strategic one, that the French

would not submit to a peace without some share of the fishery. Pitt’s

refusal to yield on this matter had prompted the Duc de Choiseul, who was

both the French Minister of War and Minister of Marine, to abandon the

negotiations in September 1761 and to continue the war. When Pitt unex-

pectedly resigned in October 1761, Choiseul was quite willing to resume

negotiations. But to hedge his bets, he wanted to pressure the British into

becoming more receptive to a peace agreement. To do this, he devised his

     8“... de ravager et de detruire autant qu’il se pourra, le commerce de la Pesche
Angloise dans l’Isle et Sur le Banc de Terre Neuve”, Ternay’s Instructions, enclosed in
NAL AM Série B4/104, Choiseul to Ternay, 30 April, 1762.
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plan to strike at the British economy while negotiations resumed.

It was a reasonable plan. The weakness of the defences in New-

foundland, combined with the commercial value of the fishery to British

trade, made Newfoundland a logical target. Moreover, a raid was a sensi-

ble operation for the weaker power – and in 1762, France was not in a

position of strength. The four ships in Ternay’s squadron were all that

Choiseul could commit to this enterprise. Seven years of war had deci-

mated the French navy. Measures were also taken to maintain secrecy

about the operation. But Ternay was barely three days out of Brest when

his squadron crossed paths with British warships escorting trade to Great

Britain. Ternay was able to avoid combat, but the British Admiralty was

now aware of his presence in the Atlantic.

The Capture of St. John’s

The Newfoundland fishery was quite vulnerable to a raid at the time.

The only significant fortifications on the island, at Placentia and St. John’s,

were in such a decrepit state and so poorly situated that they were incapa-

ble of defending their respective harbours. At St. John’s, the major works

were commanded by nearby heights, and were in such a poor state of

repair that they could barely support the weight of their guns. The soldiers

of the garrison were woefully understrength. Captain Thomas Graves, the

Commander-in-Chief of the Newfoundland station that year, was still

making his way to Newfoundland when the French descended upon St.

John’s. Even if his warships had been ready and waiting for Ternay, the

resistance they could have offered was minimal. Graves had only three

warships, and the largest – the Antelope – had only fifty guns while the

other two – Syren and Gramont – had but twenty guns each. They could

not have challenged Ternay’s largest ship, let alone his entire squadron.

Under most other circumstances, Newfoundland might have been

reinforced from North America. However, the British had prepared an
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expedition of their own, against Cuba, and this had stripped North America

of both warships and troops. Military authorities in North America were

therefore in a poor position to send any reinforcements if called upon to do

so. But Ternay’s surprise was complete. When his squadron arrived at Bay

Bulls on 24 June, the troops were able to land without opposition. While

the warships remained there to burn the fishing boats and stages,

d’Haussonville marched his men twenty-five miles over difficult and unfa-

miliar terrain to St. John’s, arriving there on 27 June. The town was caught

completely unawares. Rumours of an enemy force in the area had led the

garrison to expect an attack from the sea, but a landward attack on their

rear had been inconceivable; Fort William was not even properly defended

against such a possibility – the guns all pointed into the harbour. Realizing

that the position of his men was untenable, Captain Ross, the garrison

commander, capitulated. The commercial shipping in the harbour

scrambled as best they could to escape. The warship Gramont, which had

arrived just the previous day, tried to help with the town’s defence. But the

sudden surrender of the garrison trapped the frigate in the harbour, forcing

the crew to spike the cannons and scuttle the ship.

Having taken possession of the harbour and its fortifications,

d’Haussonville set about strengthening them in anticipation of a British

counter-strike. Local citizens were forced to work on the town’s defences

while the captured crew of Gramont were forced to raise the sunken frigate

so that the ship could be added to the French squadron, which arrived in

St. John’s a few days later. Several small vessels armed with cannon,

mortars, and soldiers were then sent north to begin the task of destroying

the defences and fisheries of Conception, Trinity and Bonavista bays. Two

more vessels were sent south on a similar mission. So far, the mission was

proceeding much more smoothly than Ternay had anticipated.

Yet as success followed success – the unopposed landing, the rapid
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march on, and the surprise of, St. John’s, the capitulation of the garrison,

the capture of the Gramont, the destruction of the fishery, the enlistment of

Irish fishermen – Ternay became increasingly reluctant to proceed with the

rest of his mission – the attacks on Cape Breton, Ireland, and Scotland.

His instructions had been clear: he was to stay in Newfoundland no longer

than one month after capturing St. John’s. Yet within a week of his entry

into St. John’s harbour in early July, he had already postponed his depar-

ture to the beginning of September.

It is difficult to determine the reason for this procrastination. Ternay

offered several excuses, but these only hint at what his real motives might

have been. Thus, he claimed that he needed to improve the harbour

fortifications, then he stressed the need to repair the Gramont, then he

suggested that a British squadron at Halifax had been alerted about his

presence and would be waiting for him. But possibly the best explanation

for Ternay’s decision to remain at St. John’s was offered by Lt. Col.

Tulleken, the British commander at Louisbourg; when he learned that the

French had captured St. John’s, he predicted that the French would make

no further attempts on British possessions in the region. “It seems to me”,

he wrote to Sir Jeffery Amherst, “that what they have got has been more

fortunate than from any Expectations they would have had of success; and

that finding themselves so lucky, they endeavour to fix where they are in

hopes of being speedily reinforced from Home.”9 In effect, Tulleken said,

the French would be immobilized by their own success.

This may well have been the case. Before sailing from Brest, Ternay

had been convinced that his mission was hopeless, that St. John’s could

not be captured. Not only was it surrounded by British possessions, he

observed, but it was also so remote from France that it would be very

     9NAL WO 34/18, Lt. Col. Tulleken (Louisbourg) to Amherst, 20 July, 1762, p. 49v
Reel B-2647.
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difficult to supply and support an occupation force. When, contrary to his

expectations, St. John’s fell to the French with hardly a shot fired, Ternay

must have been both euphoric, yet reluctant to press his luck any further.

By remaining in St. John’s, he would avoid risking everything he had thus

far accomplished. And so, shortly after his arrival at St. John’s, Ternay

made the fateful decision to abandon the main purpose of his mission.

Rather than move on to attack other British targets in the North Atlantic, he

decided to transform his operation from a raid into an occupation.

It was a bad decision. Neither St. John’s nor, for that matter, any

other part of Newfoundland were self-sufficient in provisions or naval

supplies. Everything had to be imported from elsewhere. This in turn

required unbroken communications, which only seapower could guarantee

– a seapower which France in 1762 no longer had. Ternay’s earlier doubts

had been based in part upon recognition of this fact. But evidently success

overcame his better judgement – a consequence, perhaps, of his inexperi-

ence at command (the expedition was the first time Ternay commanded

anything more than a single warship).

His conversion involved more than just a contradiction of his original

objections to the capture of St. John’s. Ternay was also forced to contra-

dict the lessons and experiences of his own expedition in executing that

capture. Despite having helped over 500 troops land with ease at Bay

Bulls, Ternay now maintained that the entire coast was too sheer to be

accessible even by shallops. Despite d’Haussonville’s success at marching

his troops twenty-five miles in three days, Ternay now claimed that over-

land travel was almost impossible owing to the bad terrain and lack of

roads. Despite capturing St. John’s from the landward side with hardly a

shot being fired, Ternay now expected any British countermeasures to

come directly from the sea. With the dust still settling from the French

seizure of the port, Ternay now assured Choiseul that St. John’s could be
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made invincible with very little extra work. And since capturing the port had

already caused serious damage to the English cod fishery and trade,

Ternay was convinced that to keep St. John’s would destroy them perma-

nently, even as it restored French military prestige to the rest of the world.

To Ternay, the security of having a bird in the hand was incalculably more

attractive than the risks of seeking out more in the bushes.

Ternay therefore took immediate measures to hold on to St. John’s.

His most pressing problem was to secure provisions for a prolonged

occupation. Troops were sent through the town to survey the supplies in

the warehouses of the local merchants and to post sentinels over them.

Livestock and poultry belonging to the inhabitants were confiscated for

garrison use. The force to attack the fishery in Conception, Trinity and

Bonavista Bays was ordered to collect provisions.

The problem was that Ternay had captured St. John’s before the

spring trade had arrived with fresh provisions and supplies following the

long winter. The few vessels that did arrive with supplies were seized

before they realized that the port had been captured by the enemy. But

most of the trade bringing provisions for the coming season was warned in

time and stayed clear of St. John’s. This meant that the people of the town

would not have enough provisions themselves, let alone be able to share

with the French. To stretch his resources as far as possible, Ternay there-

fore decided to reduce the population. All English Protestant residents of

St. John’s were ordered evacuated except those who would be of value as

hostages. Irish Catholics who were sympathetic to the French were permit-

ted to stay. The French garrison would also be reduced in size. Ternay and

d’Haussonville would return to France with the squadron, the balance of

the troops, and as many of the Irishmen as could be recruited into French

military service. If Choiseul were to send supplies and stores from France

before winter set in, then with a little belt-tightening, there might be enough
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to last until another squadron could be sent out in 1763 with reinforce-

ments and supplies. In this way, France would be guaranteed possession

of St. John’s through 1763 even in the face of British countermeasures. 

Choiseul agreed to all this, despite the fact that Ternay had changed

his orders. We can only guess that continued delays in the progress of the

peace talks encouraged him to think seriously about keeping, or at least

seeming to keep, Newfoundland. Although Choiseul also knew that the

British were preparing an attempt to recapture St. John’s, Ternay had

assured Choiseul that the harbour defences would be strong enough to

resist any attempt by the British navy to re-take St. John’s. Ternay saw no

contradiction in improving only the seaward defences of St. John’s after

having seized the town from the landward side. Both he and d’Haussonville

were confident that the British could not send a combined expedition to

recover St. John’s before spring of 1763. Choiseul agreed; it was simply

inconceivable that the British would be able to react to Ternay’s attack with

anything other than warships before the end of 1762.

The British Counter-Stroke

The initial British response did indeed conform with the French

assessment. When news of the capture of St. John’s first reached London

in July, the Admiralty immediately ordered a squadron of ships under

Captain Hugh Palliser to Newfoundland.10 There, they were expected to

reinforce the North American squadron under the command of Lord Colvill

who, it was assumed, would already be there in order to challenge the

French attackers. No troops were sent with Palliser, nor is there anything

to suggest that troops were thought to be necessary. Their target was

clearly perceived as a mobile threat, not a stationary one.

     10The squadron comprised Shrewsbury (74), Superbe (74), Bedford (74), and
Minerva (32). See NAL Adm 1/2299, VIII, Palliser to Clevland, 4 August, 6 August, and
22 August, 1762. 
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Meanwhile, in Halifax, news had arrived in late June that there was

an enemy force somewhere at loose in the North Atlantic; the information

was brought by the frigate Syren, Captain Charles Douglas. Syren was the

first of the Newfoundland station ship to arrive in the fishery that year, and

had learned about the enemy squadron from a trading schooner which had

fallen in with the enemy fleet a few days before. Captain Douglas had

immediately sent a party of marines to occupy a coastal battery at

Ferryland, south of St. John’s. He also sent a sloop out to the banks to

intercept Captain Graves (who was still making his way to Newfoundland at

the time) to warn him about the enemy fleet. Only then did he make for

Halifax. There was as yet no indication of the purpose or target of the

enemy fleet.

In Halifax, Colvill wanted to take his warships to Newfoundland “to

take, or Drive [the enemy] off the Coast.” But the colonial government of

Nova Scotia was afraid that they were the intended target and insisted that

Colvill stay where he was. Even after Colvill realized that St. John’s and not

Halifax was the intended target, the governor and military leaders in Nova

Scotia refused to mount a combined military-naval expedition against the

French in Newfoundland. They insisted that they would act only if ordered

to do so by General Amherst in New York.

Colvill knew – as Ternay knew – that a naval squadron acting alone,

without troops, would not be able to throw the French garrison out of its

fortified position. However, he also knew that the French garrison de-

pended on stores, provisions, and reinforcements from France. This trans-

Atlantic line of communication was Ternay’s Achilles Heel. Consequently,

Colvill sailed from Halifax with Northumberland, with James Cook on board

as Master, and two other warships, hoping to join Graves’ tiny squadron

and then isolate the French at St. John’s by cutting their communications

with France. With perseverance and a little luck, they might cause Ternay’s
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force to wither on the vine.

A military response by General Amherst in New York took longer to

organize, in part because he very sensibly assumed that Ternay’s expedi-

tion was a raid, and that it was therefore unlikely to stay in any one place

very long. Early reports also exaggerated the size of the enemy force – it

was said to number three ships-of-line, a bomb ketch, and 3,000 men, with

five more warships on the Banks. Clearly, Amherst needed more informa-

tion. He therefore put out a call for reinforcements, then set down to wait.

Thus, the initial British response was much as Ternay had antici-

pated – one of caution. What he had not anticipated was that as soon as

the British realized that Ternay had changed his operation from a hit-and-

run raid to an occupation, they would act with impressive speed and force.

Early in August, General Amherst learned that “it appears the Enemy

intended to Keep possession of [St. John’s].”11 This changed the entire

complexion of the situation. He quickly began organizing an expedition to

dislodge the French, using whatever troops were available in New York,

Halifax, and Louisbourg. Lieutenant Colonel William Amherst, General

Amherst’s brother, would command the land force.

Collecting troops for the British counter-strike was not easy. In New

York, General Amherst had no troops of his own, though he managed to

scrape together 200 regulars from soldiers who were convalescing there

from wounds and sickness contracted six months earlier during the cam-

paign against Martinique. Another 900 soldiers (500 of whom were provin-

cials) were assembled in Halifax and another 400 were collected at

Louisbourg. One month and two days after General Amherst began organ-

izing the expedition, the transports carrying the soldiers arrived off Cape

Race. The speed with which the troops had been assembled and trans-

ported was quite remarkable.

     11NAL CO 5/62, p. 427, Amherst to Egremont, 15 Aug., 1762.
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Colonel Amherst had intended to land his force at Quidi Vidi, a small

harbour not far from St. John’s. However, the French had sunk small boats

in the harbour entrance so that it could not be used until the obstacles

could be cleared. Amherst therefore began landing his troops at Torbay, a

few miles up the coast, and then march down to seize Quidi Vidi from the

landward side. The gut would then be cleared of its obstacles, enabling

artillery and stores to be landed. Meanwhile, Colvill continued to blockade

the approaches to St. John’s harbour.

The French were not alarmed when Colvill’s squadron first appeared

– they had been expecting British warships for nearly a month. But when

rumours reached Ternay that a major expedition, numbering 4,500 men,

was planning to recapture St. John’s, he panicked. Ternay became con-

vinced that St. John’s, which he had described as “impenetrable” two

months earlier, could not be held against such a force. He therefore urged

the French military commander, d’Haussonville, to evacuate most of the

garrison and debark for France. A token force would remain behind, either

to surrender the fort honourably or hold it through the winter should the

British expedition be delayed or prove to be imaginary. But by the time the

troops were loaded onto his ships, the English transports had appeared

and it became obvious that the English expedition was much smaller than

had been reported. The grenadiers, together with the marines of the

squadron, therefore returned to shore; the French had decided to stay and

fight after all.

On the morning of 13 September, Amherst’s troops began landing on

the beach at Torbay. The French put up a token resistance, then withdrew

to the safety of St. John’s. Amherst’s force then marched quickly south for

four miles through “thick wood, and over very bad ground”. An attempted

ambush by some French troops failed to slow the British advance. The first

serious challenge appeared as Amherst’s little army approached the har-
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bour of Quidi Vidi. Two French companies of grenadiers and two piquets

(close to 200 men) had occupied the heights south of Quidi Vidi River and

harbour; Amherst responded by occupying the heights north of the river,

which commanded the French position. These men provided covering fire

while light infantry crossed the river and forced the French back. An

attempt to rally the retreating French with reinforcements from Fort William

failed when Amherst threw regulars over the river to support his light

infantry. By evening, Quidi Vidi harbour was securely in British hands.

The next day, the British cleared away the obstacles blocking the

entrance to the harbour and began landing light artillery. The French,

however, took some steps of their own. A detachment of 100 French

soldiers took possession of the steep heights between Quidi Vidi and St.

John’s; they were reinforced the next day by a couple hundred more

grenadiers, who set up a small cannon and mortar and began shelling the

British troops and boats congesting Quidi Vidi harbour. The French also

planned to set up field pieces in front of the fort supported by all of the

remaining troops, plus 300 armed sailors and 140 local Irishmen. This

force would attack the British should they try to advance across the open

country between Quidi Vidi and St. John’s, or try to turn the flank of the

detachment on the heights.

Whether this scheme would have succeeded was never determined,

because early in the morning of 15 September, under the cover of fog, the

British light infantry assaulted the heights occupied by the French detach-

ment. The defenders were taken completely by surprise; they immediately

fled from their positions and made for the dubious safety of Fort William.

The French were now in a desperate position. From the heights now

controlled by the British, both Fort William and the French squadron

anchored in the harbour below could easily be bombarded by small artil-

lery. The French did not believe they could capture the heights back from
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the British. All thoughts therefore turned to saving the ships. Under cover

of a fog which still blanketed St. John’s, the French prepared to re-embark

the troops onto the warships and escape the harbour. Suddenly, the wind

shifted favourably for an immediate departure. The troops were far from

ready to evacuate the fort, but Ternay was determined not to allow his

ships to be captured. Consequently, he abandoned the evacuation and

sailed immediately. Almost all of the French land forces, together with most

of the marines of the squadron, were still in Fort William as Ternay slipped

out to sea.12 The French military commander rejected the first British

summons to surrender, but when the British began lobbing mortar shells

into the fort, the French saw no reason to continue what was really a futile

gesture and agreed instead to surrender. That was 18 September;

Northumberland immediately entered the harbour, and the arrival of

Palliser’s warships a day later confirmed the wisdom of the French com-

mander’s decision.

1762 and Cook: Significance

Thus, three months after France had snatched St. John’s away from

Great Britain, the town and harbour were once again in British hands.

Throughout that period, James Cook had served steadily in the prosaic but

unheralded role of Master of Colvill’s flagship, Northumberland. His respon-

sibility had been limited to operating the warship in accordance with the

     12Colvill peevishly regarded Ternay’s escape as a “shameful Flight”; he told Colonel
Amherst that “Had the French any naval Honour to loose [sic], this Flight of Monsieur
Ternay’s would finish it.” NAL WO 34/42, Colville to Amherst, 16 Aug. 1762.  But
Ternay could never have elevated his guns sufficiently to contribute to the defence of
St. John’s. British plunging fire would have made quick work of his trapped ships. By
choosing to run, Ternay at least managed to salvage something out of the ruins of the
campaign. Capt. Hugh Debbieg, the military engineer attached to the expedition,
maintained that “Monsieur De Ternai ... shewed his wisdom in retreating from St. John’s
Harbour the moment we got Possession of the Hills he knew well enough, there was
much less risque in meeting with Lord Colville’s Fleet, than to remain in the Harbour,
where the Fate of his Squadron was so certain...” William L. Clements Library, Ann
Arbor, MI, Shelburne MSS, vol. 86, Debbieg to the Board of Ordnance, 8 Jan., 1766.
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wishes and intentions of his commander. But once the French surren-

dered, Cook becomes more visible to us again. First, he was sent to

Conception Bay to accompany J.F.W. DesBarres who, like Samuel

Holland, was a military engineer and surveyor. DesBarres had been

ordered by Col. Amherst to assess the damage to the defences on

Carbonear Island and to draw up designs for new defence works. Cook

accompanied him because Colvill wanted him to chart the waters adjacent

to Harbour Grace and Carbonear. Cook also used his time in Bay Bulls

and St. John’s to draft charts of those harbours. During a brief return by

Northumberland to Placentia to pick up the ship’s marines, left there as a

defensive precaution when Colvill first arrived in Newfoundland in August,

Cook used the opportunity to prepare a chart of that harbour as well.13 By

the time Northumberland returned to England in company with Palliser’s

ships, Cook had had ample opportunity to hone his cartographical skills,

both in terms of practical experience and in terms of the time spent with

Capt. DesBarres.

The restoration of peace meant that James Cook, Master of

Northumberland, was paid off. Yet as his biographer, J.C. Beaglehole,

points out, his service with the navy was far from over. The contacts and

connections that Cook had developed during his service as Master’s Mate

and Master in the Royal Navy now came forcefully into play. In a letter to

the Admiralty Secretary, Lord Colvill praised Cook’s skills as a chart-maker,

remarking on his “Genius and Capacity” and declaring that his work “may

be the means of directing many in the right way, but cannot mislead any.”14

Thomas Graves, who served in the dual role of Governor and Commander-

in-Chief of the Newfoundland station in 1762 and again in 1763, had been

     13J.C. Beaglehole, The Life of Captain James Cook (Stanford, CA: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 1974), pp. 57-58.

     14Beaglehole, Life, p. 59.
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quite impressed by Cook, and since the expansion of the governor’s

jurisdiction to Labrador and the Gulf of St. Lawrence made the lack of

knowledge about those coasts particularly acute, Graves urged the Admi-

ralty to employ Cook to survey the coasts of Newfoundland.15 Finally,

Cook’s reunion in St. John’s during that fateful summer of 1762 with Hugh

Palliser, the man who had been both his mentor and who had recom-

mended his promotion to Master back in 1757, while quite fortuitous, was

also significant, for Palliser would succeed Graves in 1764, and ensure

that Graves’ efforts to have the Admiralty employ Cook to prepare surveys

of the Newfoundland coast would remain well supported. 

Thus, the French raid on the British fishery at Newfoundland in 1762

not only brought Cook to Newfoundland for the first time, but it also played

a decisive role in his transition from the master of a warship in the Royal

Navy to the consummate surveyor and cartographer that he demonstrated

himself to be between 1763 and 1767. That Newfoundland experience, in

turn, also provided him with essential command experience – experience

that proved critical to the next great transition in his life. By 1768, Cook’s

performance and the quality of his work on the Newfoundland survey had

so impressed the Admiralty that they would terminate his service in New-

foundland before it could be completed, sending him instead – as a newly

commissioned lieutenant of the Royal Navy – into the Pacific on his first

great voyage of exploration. But that is another story.

     15Graves to Admiralty Secretary Philip Stephens, 5 April 1763, in TNA Adm 1/1836,
cited in Beaglehole, Life, p. 65. 


