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“All Present and Correct?” 

Planning and Preparing for War in North America, 1808-1812 

By John R. Grodzinski 

 

Soldiers, soldiering and land and naval battles, rather than matters of strategy have dominated 

that literature of the War of 1812. The reasons for this phenomenon are twofold. The study of 

strategy, or, more properly for the Napoleonic period, grand strategy is a subtle activity, the 

effects of which are less evident, at least in the short term, and less stirring to the imagination 

than the immediacy of combat leadership and battles. Much of the literature of the War of 1812 

presents strategic leadership from the operational at the tactical level. The second reason is the 

unwillingness of many historians to complete the extensive and sometimes difficult researches 

needed to appreciate the mechanisms and nuances of strategy and strategic leadership. Indeed, 

the formulation of national war aims, policy and alliances and the conduct of strategic operations 

requires an understanding of manpower, materiel, movement, logistics, joint operations, 

command and control, campaign planning and the more exacting (and inspiring) elements of 

wartime finance.  

The question to be addressed in this article is the development of wartime plans by Great 

Britain and the United States. This will not be a comprehensive overview but will merely 

highlight an important difference in strategic culture that allowed Britain to place itself in a 

better position to defend Canada than the Americans were in achieving a lasting victory. To win, 

the United States had to defeat the defenders in detail or make the British position in the Canadas 
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untenable; whereas, Britain, at least momentarily until Bonaparte was defeated, chose a 

defensive strategy aimed at avoiding such an outcome. Whether Canada would fall quickly or 

survive depended upon the preparations both countries made in the closing months of peace. 

It was evident as Anglo-American discord grew in the aftermath of the Chesapeake-

Leopard Affair, a “war with the Americans would be a sideshow for”1 Britain. By 1812, Britain’s 

commitment to what it called the “Great War,” had one in five men in the regular army, the 

Royal Navy, the militia, volunteers and other elements of the armed forces. Between 1808 and 

1814, considerable resources were allocated to the Iberian Peninsula, while in the Mediterranean; 

the important 16,000-man garrison in Sicily undertook diversionary attacks against eastern 

Spain. In 1813, a force was necessary to establish a British presence in the recently liberated 

Netherlands, and in 1814, additional units were required in the Mediterranean.  Due to these 

demands, the ministry only could provide British North America with what it considered 

sufficient resources with which to hold back the Americans until Napoleon was defeated. 

Thereafter, additional resources could be reallocated, however, until the spring of 1814, no 

assessment was made of the numbers of troops and ships such a reinforcement might entail. This 

strategic reality forced the British commander-in-chief in British North America, Lieutenant-

General Sir George Prevost to follow a defensive strategy, designed to maintain the territorial 

integrity of the Canadas while avoiding a major loss to his strength.2    

Despite several war scares in the opening years of the nineteenth century, officials in 

London had little knowledge of the state of the defences in North America. In order to make 

them more cognizant of local conditions, and given the importance of the North American 

colonies to Britain, the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies instructed Prevost to prepare 

a report that would advise the government on, “the measures which it might be prudent to adopt 
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in the event of Attack, the degree of Confidence which can be placed in the Militia force, the 

means of resistance which are afforded by the fortifications of Quebec and other places, are 

Points upon which your observations will be received with great interest by His Majesty’s 

Confidential Servants.”3 In essence, the government wanted Prevost to develop a plan to defend 

the Canadas.  

Prevost began his report “upon the Military position of His Majesty’s North American 

Provinces and the means of defending them”4 that he sent to London in May 1812 by 

highlighting the challenge distance created in defending the Canadas. The westernmost fortified 

point was at Fort St. Joseph on the St. Mary’s River which drains Lake Superior into Lake 

Huron, 1,500 miles from Quebec, about the same distance between Paris and Moscow. The 

country in between was sparsely populated and had few roads. The only permanent fortress was 

at Quebec, while all the other fortifications were temporary in nature and in need of repair. Fort 

St. Joseph was an important assembly point for friendly natives, and its possession provided 

protection for the North-West fur trade. Fort Amherstburg in the western district of the province 

on the Detroit River and Fort George in the Niagara Peninsula were both in a ruinous state. Even 

if repaired, the resistance these forts could offer against an attack in force was limited. A 

dockyard at Fort Amherstburg provided the marine arsenal for Lake Erie and the upper lakes and 

the fort also provided a meeting place for natives in that part of the country. The retired position 

of the provincial capital at York from the American frontier and its good harbour offered an 

excellent position that Prevost believed should be further developed as a naval and logistical 

installation.5   

While Prevost’s analysis borrowed ideas from earlier strategic military appreciations of 

the defence of the Canadas, including one submitted by his predecessor Sir James Craig, it also 
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offered a departure from previous thinking. Like his predecessors, Prevost considered that 

Quebec would be the ultimate goal of the Americans. Quebec “was the Key to the whole and 

must be maintained."6 Prevost was not proposing—as is popularly believed—to abandon Upper 

Canada so he could concentrate his meagre forces at Montreal and Quebec. Despite the many 

faults he found with the defences of Upper Canada, Prevost was determined to hold it.  He 

observed that Kingston, located at the head of the navigation of the St. Lawrence River and close 

to the American frontier, was “exposed to sudden attack, which if successful would cut off the 

communication between the Upper and Lower Province, and deprive us of our naval resources.”7 

In the event of hostilities, “it will be indispensably necessary for the preservation of a 

communication between the Lower and Upper Province, to establish some strong Post for the 

Regulars and Militia to secure the Navigation of the St. Lawrence above the Rapids to Lake 

Ontario.”8 Prevost saw the need to reinforce or establish fortified posts at Kingston; at Prescott, 

where the end of the rapids allowed cargoes to be transferred from bateau to larger vessels 

heading west; at Coteau du Lac, and on the south shore of Montreal, where a flotilla would 

command the river. Rather than abandoning Upper Canada, Prevost planned to overcome the 

province’s greatest weakness by ensuring the uninterrupted flow of reinforcements and supplies 

into the province.  

Prevost concluded his appreciation by reviewing several courses of action with the forces 

he had and the opposition he might face. This important passage, explains how Prevost would 

conduct his defence. If faced by a determined, large-scale attack, Prevost recognized he would 

have few options: “If the Americans are determined to attack Canada, it would be in vain the 

General should flatter himself with the hopes of making an effectual defence of the open 

Country, unless powerfully assisted by Home.”9 In this scenario, Prevost “considered the 
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preservation of Quebec as the first object, and to which all other must be subordinate.”10 As 

defective as the fortifications of Quebec were, it was the only stronghold Prevost considered to 

be tenable against a substantial attack, and also the most necessary; “The preservation of it 

[Quebec] being of the utmost consequence to the Canadas, as the door of entry for that Force The 

King’s Government might find it expedient to send for the recovery of both, or either of these 

Provinces.”11  

Prevost then acknowledged another possibility, one in which the Americans, for various 

reasons, might experience difficulties in formulating strategy, executing their plans or the 

expansion of their army. Prevost anticipated that “all predatory or ill concerted attacks 

undertaken presumptuously and without sufficient means can be resisted or repulsed.”12 The 

significance of this realistic assessment by Prevost, which guided his efforts throughout the war, 

has eluded most historians, who have believed Prevost would rapidly abandon Upper Canada at 

the first instance of an American attack. Rather than withdrawing from Upper Canada 

precipitously, Prevost proposed to enhance the fortifications to secure communications 

throughout the province and to improve the naval forces that would be vital to connect these 

posts. By controlling the rivers and lakes, Prevost not only would be able to have freedom of 

action, but also provide security for his land forces and their sustainment.  

The lakes that separated Upper Canada from the United States did not hold the same 

strategic importance. Lakes Ontario and Erie would shield the province from direct attacks. Lake 

Erie and the Detroit River lay at the southwestern end of the province and allowed access to a 

large group of native allies. Holding it was critical to the retention of Detroit and the operation of 

the line of communication to the northwest, whereas its retention was less significant for 

securing Upper Canada. As the smallest of the Great Lakes, Lake Ontario had a strategic 



The War of 1812 Magazine   Issue 19, December 2012 

 

 

importance that went beyond its size. As the link between the Upper St. Lawrence River, from 

whence all manpower and supplies destined for the Upper Province arrived, possession of this 

body of water simplified transportation, as it was easier to move personnel and equipment from 

Kingston to the provincial capital of York, the Head of the Lake or to the Niagara Peninsula by 

water than by land. As the territory extending from York to the Niagara River became the most 

contested theatre of the war, control of Lake Ontario offered operational advantages in initiative, 

surprise, movement, reinforcement and resupply, necessary to the success of the defence of the 

province. The permanent loss of naval supremacy on Lake Ontario would be a fundamental 

necessity to forcing the British to abandon most of the province or to seek a negotiated peace. 

To summarize, defending the Canadas offered Prevost many challenges. He had few 

troops with promises of little more. While he dominated the waterways, his quasi-naval force 

was small and rife with problems. He had a vast territory to defend, that was threatened at widely 

distant points. Montreal, Kingston, the fortified posts between Fort George to Fort Erie on the 

Niagara River and Fort Amherstburg were directly threatened as they lay along the best avenues 

of approach. The loss of any one of them would threaten the safety of any posts to their west, 

which once isolated, could easily fall. Given a sufficiently disorganized opponent, Prevost was 

certain Upper Canada could be retained within its present boundaries. To help ensure this 

outcome, Prevost proposed to enhance the protection on the Upper St. Lawrence River, to 

relocate the Lake Ontario naval base from Kingston to York and to send more troops into the 

interior and raise an additional fencible regiment. Further manpower was provided by the 

renewal of the native alliance, enhancements to the militia of Lower Canada, including the 

raising of select embodied militia and the transfer to units from the Maritime Provinces. As 

events during the war demonstrated, several of Prevost’s assumptions would prove to be 
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incorrect, nonetheless, his commitment to Upper Canada and his employment of an active 

defence, ensuring the judicious use of the limited resources and undertaking local 

counteroffensives to rebalance the situation as necessary, would prove correct. None of the pre-

war plans considered invading the United States or acquiring territory, as either action would 

stretch the defenders and the logistical system even further.  

  During 1811 and early 1812 American President James Madison became convinced that 

war with Britain, rather than diplomacy, would provide the only suitable resolution of Anglo-

American differences. As the summer of 1812 approached, officials in London, who until then 

had given American complaints little attention, were surprised by the war rhetoric in Washington 

and the effect a North American conflict would have on their affairs in Europe. The British 

government then made one last attempt of appeasement, while encouraging Prevost to continue 

with his military and naval preparations. The government kept Prevost informed of its late hour 

diplomatic efforts to seek reconciliation with the United States.  

Prevost was not helped by the actions of his government and its unyielding responses to 

American complaints between 1807 and 1812 and its late hour attempt to avert war in the final 

weeks of peace. Both he and the government misread American resolve. In May 1812, Liverpool 

wrote Sir George expressing the hope that an understanding might be reached with the United 

States. He also repeated warnings that Prevost could not “expect that the Forces under your 

command can receive any considerable addition by the detachment of troops from home.”13 

Prevost was forced to walk a fine line, for on the one hand, he was told that in “the event or the 

apparent certainty of hostilities,” he was to consider himself “vested with the same General 

Discretion in taking measure for the defence of the North American provinces as given to your 
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predecessor Sir James Craig,”14 while he also had to avoid any act which might accelerate the 

American government to resort to hostilities against Britain.15   

Trade dominated the political differences between Great Britain and the United States. As 

the Napoleonic War progressed, the United States became caught in an expanding commerce war 

between France and Britain that attempted to limit American trade with France, while Britain 

sought American produce to sustain the war in Europe. The Embargo of 1807 and subsequent 

Non-Intercourse Act enacted by Congress forbade American trade with Britain and France, but 

failed miserably. Britain responded with its own Orders in Council and also supported natives 

combatting American settlement in the Old Northwest. Madison’s direct talks with the British 

minister to Washington, Sir Augustus Foster, moved nowhere near a settlement, further 

convincing him of the necessity of war.  

By early 1812, American plans were not well defined. Despite the experience of the 

American War of Independence, internal rebellions and the campaigns against natives in the Old 

Northwest since 1785, the armed forces of the United States were poorly organized. The 

secretary of war was responsible for all matters of military administration. As he was inundated 

with the management of the entire army, he and his handful of clerks had little time to devote to 

strategic questions. What few other departments there were in the army became overwhelmed by 

administrative confusion and overlapping responsibilities. There was no general staff or any 

professional officer to advise the secretary on military matters, leaving him to develop plans 

largely on his own. 16  

In the spring of 1812, the Americans contemplated four offensives against the Canadas 

using a mix of regular troops and state militia. The main offensive would be directed against 
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Montreal in order to cut the St. Lawrence supply line to Upper Canada. A diversion would be 

created by sending forces from Sackets Harbor against Kingston and across the Niagara and 

Detroit Rivers into Canada, dividing the defenders in the upper province and undermining their 

ability to offer effective resistance at all three points. The army that would execute this plan was 

small. In 1811 the United States Army had 5,200 NCOs and enlisted personnel distributed 

between seven infantry regiments, one rifle regiment, two regiments of artillery and a regiment 

of light dragoons. Five of the infantry regiments were scattered between posts along the frontier 

of Louisiana, another was on the Mississippi and only one was in the north, while detachments of 

the remaining units were spread throughout the United States. In anticipation of war, Congress 

approved the expansion of the army to over 35,000 men, but recruitment did not begin until May 

1812 and made little progress by the time war was declared, when 12,000 men had been 

recruited.17  

The only field army that was concentrated and ready for operations, was in the northwest. 

The Americans were interested in settling the region and feared continued British interest there 

might lead to it being lost. Open warfare between the U.S. Army and natives had been underway 

for many years. One thousand regulars, volunteers and militia had recently fought in a campaign 

against the natives known as Tecumseh’s War, and the readiness of this force, renamed as the 

North West Army under Brigadier-General William Hull, a distinguished veteran of the 

American War of Independence and governor of the Michigan Territory, became the focal point 

of American preparations. By the summer of 1812, it was the only military force of any 

significance ready for operations.18  

The United States Navy was small and highly professional, but it offered little threat to 

the Canadas. In 1812, its high seas fleet had fourteen vessels ready for sea service, and 5,700 
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sailors and marines with half of the personnel serving on shore stations. Three of the five frigates 

laid up in ordinary-in reserve with all their masts, ordnance and stores removed-were being 

readied for sea and a flotilla of gunboats protected many coastal harbours. Like the Royal Navy, 

the officers of the U.S. Navy had little interest in establishing a presence on the inland 

waterways. Requests to provide vessels for the Great Lakes largely were ignored and there was 

only a single brig on Lake Ontario when the war started. Fiscal accountability seemed to 

outweigh operational concerns, leaving the Secretary of the Navy with four clerks, while the 

naval accountant had a staff of seventeen. The navy was only partially ready for the war and the 

first of its oceangoing vessels began leaving port upon the declaration of hostilities. This level of 

preparedness and the professionalism within the service may account for the early successes 

enjoyed by the U.S. Navy on the Atlantic, however almost nothing had been done on the Great 

Lakes.19  

In general, the preparations made by the American services during the final months of 

peace were made with little urgency and failed to keep pace with the aggressive foreign policy of 

the government. Even on the eve of war, few details, including the date when operations were to 

commence, were settled. Only one of the four required field armies had been concentrated, 

recruiting was in a shambles and the navy only partly ready. This situation was in sharp contrast 

to widely-held British fears that the Americans would strike decisively and in large numbers.  

The differing levels of readiness in the Canadas and the United States were the cause for 

the surprising results, on land at least, in the opening months of the War of 1812. The pre-war 

assumptions held by both sides that Upper Canada would fall quickly were never realized. A 

combination of factors was responsible for this outcome. The preparations the British undertook 

in both provinces on the eve of the conflict and his emphasis on defending both Canada allowed 
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an effectual defence. Mismanagement and poor leadership exercised by the Americans at the 

strategic and operational levels prompted a series of poorly conducted offensives that were 

resisted and repulsed. The renewal of the native alliance resulted in great dividends as natives  

from the western tribes, and aboriginal warriors residing in the Canadas made important 

contributions to the outcomes at Mackinac, Detroit, Queenston and Lacolle, and that extended 

British influence to nations in the Upper Great Lakes district and the Mississippi country. British 

strategic leadership, while not perfect, achieved an effective balance between the political, 

economic, military and naval pressures they faced. Prevost’s goal was the retention of the two 

provinces most threatened by the Americans. As commander-in-chief, he directed the efforts of 

his subordinates, Major-General Isaac Brock in Upper Canada, his key staff officers, the 

commissariat and the Provincial Marine towards that goal. 

Despite the important improvements to the leadership and training of the U.S Army 

during the war and the impressive expansion of their navy on Lakes Ontario, Erie and 

Champlain, American strategic leadership was unable to conceive a campaign plan that would 

have a devastating effect upon the security of the Canadas. In the formulation of strategy, 

Prevost wrote his superior in London,  it was not  “sufficient to conceive the idea of moving 

several armies in concert and combination, it is also necessary that the organization of these 

should in some degree correspond with principles upon which such a campaign was planned and 

is to be expected.”    

 The preparations made by Great Britain and the United States for war reveal an 

interesting contrast in their strategic capabilities. The British made good use of their time to 

prepare the Canadas for war, for much had to be achieved over a short period. Prevost’s efforts 

in securing fiscal aid, general support of the French-Canadian population (or at least with those 
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Francophones who held power and authority), improvements to the Lower Canadian militia, the 

raising of two fencible corps, improvements to the Provincial Marine and the construction of 

additional vessels meant that by June 1812, the Canadas were better prepared for war they had 

been at any other point in the crisis in Anglo-American relations. Although the British defences 

still had many weaknesses, their flexible strategy magnified the stresses within their opponent. 

To a degree, the lack of preparedness on the part of the Americans, and the absence of the Royal 

Navy on the Great Lakes until 1813, meant that the conflict did not truly commence until that 

year, rather than 1812.  

The unsatisfactory conclusion of the War of 1812 stemming from the Treaty of Ghent 

and the elusive search for a “victor” demonstrates that this conflict shared greater similarity to 

the limited wars of the early 18th century—whereby limited campaigning employing smaller 

armies left the antagonists in a stalemate, facing few strategic options other than expanding their 

commitment, and chose instead to settle on a peace that gave neither any advantage—rather than 

the total war of the Napoleonic period that witnessed the unprecedented employment of the 

state’s resources, the annihilation of land and naval forces and decisive campaigns that achieved, 

as near as they could, the political aims of one or more of the combatant nations. 
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