
The Battle of Carillon 
 
Located on a point between the waterways of Lake Champlain and Lake George in today’s upstate New 
York, Fort Carillon seemed the ultimate strategic prize during the French and Indian War. Constructed by 
the French in 1755, it was meant to control of Lake Champlain and the St. Lawrence River – the gateway 
to Canada and the jewel city of Montreal. Its importance was certainly not lost on the British, and in July 
1758, British forces launched a major assault Carillon. The results of the Battle of Carillon surprised and 
devastated the British, but, ultimately, only bought the French time on the American frontier.  
 
The work of scouts, and the failed return of a French messenger from British lines, clued the French in 
that an assault on Carillon was coming, and French forces under General Montcalm spent the early days 
of July 1758 preparing. Leaders planned an elaborate set of defenses for the area around the fort. The 
French needed three things in order to accomplish their defensive goals: able-bodied men, 
reinforcements, and time. All three were in short supply. All available soldiers worked feverishly to 
construct their defenses: entrenchments, breastworks, and a field of fallen trees, many with their ends 
sharpened and pointing defiantly in the direction from which the enemy would come. 
 
As defensive preparations continued around the fort, a number of French detachments set out to 
observe possible British landing points. Early on the morning of July 6, French patrols caught their first 
sight of the enemy. French soldiers made hurried, last-minute adjustments to the defenses on the 
heights above the fort and landing point while British barges moved steadily closer to their landing 
point.  
 
British troops began landing mid-morning. Rather than French fire and opposition, they were met with a 
burned, destroyed camp. Outnumbered, the French patrol nearest the landing point had burned their 
camp and supplies upon retreat towards the fort. The outlook was good for the British, and they 
immediately pushed on.  
_____ 
 
British General Milford Howe was a young, talented military commander, respected by his own troops 
and enemies alike. Brave and ambitious, he propositioned the march on Canada “and he alone was 
capable of executing it.” [1] After such an uneventful and successful landing, General Howe must have 
been confident as he led a column of British infantry towards Carillon.  
 
Spirits were not so high for one French detachment, however. Abandoned by their Indian guides, 350 
men wandered for nearly 12 hours in the wilderness. A surprise encounter with General Howe’s column 
stopped the unlucky party’s march. The French immediately began to retreat. Several were able to 
escape death or capture by swimming the river, but nearly half of the detachment was not so fortunate. 
French and British accounts differ on the exact numbers, but over 150 French soldiers were either killed 
or captured. [2] 
 
This early route should have further buoyed British spirits, but in this first success, they had suffered a 
great loss. General Howe, running headlong into battle with his soldiers, was killed in the skirmish. 
Fatigued and downfallen, the British rested for a whole day, giving the French more valuable time with 
which to continue the fortifications of Carillon.  
_____ 
 



Scattered shots were fired from both sides throughout the day on July 7, but the morning of July 8 saw 
the beginning of intense battle. No more than 4000 French and Canadian soldiers faced an opposing 
force of approximately 15,000 British and English colonial troops. Severely outnumbered, the French 
depended upon the defenses they had been working so hard to construct to help them fend off the 
enemy. [3] 
 
The British, however, were confident that those defenses would be too inadequate to hold back their 
forces. Expecting their attack to come before the defenses had been completed, British leaders ordered 
their soldiers to “march up briskly, rush upon the enemy’s fire, and not to give theirs until they were 
within the enemy’s breastwork.” [4] British reconnaissance, however, had sorely underestimated French 
defenses. The entrenchments were longer and breastworks higher than the British had expected, and 
the fallen trees and other natural blockades placed by the French slowed and tired the advancing forces. 
 
Displays of bravery and military prowess took place on both sides. One British column, composed largely 
of “English grenadiers and Scottish Highlanders” advanced repeatedly, getting so close to the French 
that “several got themselves killed within fifteen paces” of the defenses. At another place on battlefield, 
the French had strategically placed guns to greet any possible upriver advance. The cannons completely 
destroyed two British barges; the rest of the British watercraft retreated and made no further attempts 
to move on the fort. [5] 
 
Despite their “intrepidity and bravery,” hours of intense fighting, fatigued and demoralized the British. 
They withdrew in order to avoid “a total defeat.” [6] Convinced the British would return, the French 
repaired and strengthened their fortifications. Scouting parties sent out on July 9, however, revealed 
that the British had removed themselves completely from the area. Improbable as early events made it 
seem, the French were victorious.  
 
Carillon did not stay in French hands for long. A year later, on July 26 and 27, 1759, British forces began 
a siege of Carillon, taking position in the battle lines from the previous year’s engagement. The French 
were badly outnumbered. By this time, Montcalm had pulled the majority of his forces into Canada’s 
core, leaving frontier outposts on the boundaries of British colonies, like Carillon, undermanned. French 
Brigadier General de Bourlamarque had been given orders to hold Carillon as long as possible, and then 
destroy it, and neighboring Fort St. Frédéric,  upon retreat to Montreal. On the evening of July 26, the 
handful of French soldiers left in Carillon laid mines and a powder trail to the Fort’s magazine, lit the 
fuse, and left the fort. Later that evening, the British heard a deafening roar. As the smoke cleared, 
British infantry rushed into the Fort; it was abandoned and the magazine destroyed. The British began 
occupying the Fort, which they later rechristened Ticonderoga, the next day and held it until Benedict 
Arnold and Ethan Allen captured without a fight in 1775.  
 
 _______________________ 
1. Adventure in the Wilderness: The American Journals of Louis Antoine de Bourgainville, trans. and ed. 
Edward P. Hamilton (Norman: The University of Oklahoma Press, 1964) 229.  
2. Bougainville, Adventure in the Wilderness, 228; James Abercrombie, “Extract of a Letter from Maj-Gen 
Abercrombie to Mr. Sec. Pitt, dated at the camp on Lake George, July 12, 1758,”Scots Magazine 20 
(1758) 437. Bougainville writes that 150 were killed or captured while Abercrombie reports that “a great 
many” were killed and 148 captured. 
3. Bougainville, Adventure in the Wilderness, 231; Abercrombie, “Extract of a Letter,” 436.  
4. Abercrombie, “Extract of a Letter,” 437.  
5. Bougainville, Adventure in the Wilderness,  233.  



6. Abercrombie, “Extract of a Letter,” 437.  


