
Wars of Empire 

During much of the seventeenth century, the American colonists were frequently 

called on to defend the interests of the British Empire, especially as France 

strengthened its claims in the New World. Queen Anne’s War (1702-13) included 

fighting between English settlers west of the Appalachian Mountains and French forces, 

who were joined by their Indian allies. 

By the time King George’s War (1744-48) broke out, the colonists had come to 

believe that France’s presence in North America was the chief obstacle to their safety, 

expansion, and economic development. Colonial militia forces achieved one of the most 

decisive victories of the conflict, capturing the French fortress on Cape Breton Island 

(now part of Canada), which guarded the approaches to France’s holdings in North 

America. During peace negotiations, however, Britain returned the fortress to France, 

leaving the colonists bitterly disappointed. 

The settlement that ended King George’s War was in fact typical of the period. 

Most of the wars among Britain and its European rivals were limited conflicts. The high 

cost of maintaining a professional army and navy stretched the economic resources of 

even the most powerful nations. In the global chess match involving the European 

powers, colonial possessions were often swapped like pawns. 

The next Anglo-French war marked a break with the past. Not only was the war 

much more destructive than earlier confrontations, but American colonists were 

responsible for starting it. The fighting began when a group of Virginia land speculators 

received a grant of 200,000 acres in the Ohio River Valley. 

Because the land was also claimed by the French, a small colonial force under 

the command of Major George Washington was sent in 1754 to capture a French fort in 

western Pennsylvania. The colonists were easily defeated by the French. The Virginia 

legislature responded by requesting help from Britain. London ordered General Edward 

Braddock, the new commander- in-chief of British forces in North America, and fifteen 

hundred regular British troops to counter the French. In 1755, French forces and their 

Indian allies killed Braddock in an ambush. 

As the events west of the Appalachians unfolded, representatives from seven 

colonial legislatures met in Albany, New York, in 1754 to coordinate their defense. 

Benjamin Franklin, a delegate from Pennsylvania, proposed that the colonies form a 

“grand council,” whose members would be appointed by the colonial legislatures. 

Legislators rejected Franklin’s “Albany Plan of Union,” as it was called, because they 

feared the loss of local control. The British government also opposed the plan, seeing it 

as a threat to London’s rule over the colonies. 
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The outbreak of fighting between Britain and France changed attitudes on both 

sides of the Atlantic. By 1756, what was known in the colonies as the French and Indian 

War had spread to Europe. (In Britain, the conflict was known as the Seven Years’ 

War.) After a string of setbacks, the British rallied under the leadership of a new prime 

minister, William Pitt. 

With help from the colonists, British forces overran France’s key fortresses in 

Canada. They also captured French islands in the Caribbean. With the French in 

retreat, an intense debate erupted in the British press about what demands should be 

placed on the French. Britain had no intention of destroying France. Rather, the goal of 

British policy was to maintain a stable balance of power on the European mainland. The 

question at hand focused on which prizes of war Britain should claim. 

On one side were those who wanted to hold onto the Caribbean islands of 

Guadeloupe and Martinique, where the French had set up plantations to grow sugar, 

cotton, and indigo. They favored returning captured territory in Canada to France, 

arguing that driving the French out of Canada would reduce the need for Britain’s 

protection of the American colonies. According to their line of reasoning, the colonists 

would begin thinking about establishing their independence from Britain if the French 

threat was eliminated. On the other side were those who contended that Canada was 

more important to British interests than the Caribbean islands. Their position was 

supported by the colonists. 

In the Treaty of Paris of 1763, the British forced the French to give up Canada 

while allowing them to retain Guadeloupe and Martinique. The consequences for 

Britain’s American empire were to be disastrous. 

 


