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This map shows many of the important campaigns and major battles of the 
French and Indian War.
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1
Planting the Seeds  

of Conflict
In the early years of  the seventeenth century, several 

European countries began crossing the Atlantic Ocean 
and establishing settlements in North America. By the turn 
of  the century, France and England had emerged as the 
two leading powers on the continent.

New France, as the land claimed by the French was 
known, was a vast expanse of  territory. It extended from 
the mouth of  the St. Lawrence River on the Atlantic Ocean 
to the foothills of  the Rockies, from the Great Lakes to 
New Orleans, where the Mississippi River empties into the 
Gulf  of  Mexico. Yet by the middle of  the 18th century, 
only about 70,000 people occupied these millions of  square 
miles. The largest settlements, Quebec City and Montreal, 
only had a few thousand people. Many of  the rest were fur 
trappers and explorers who roamed the trackless forest. 
Others were soldiers who manned a series of  forts.

The British, on the other hand, had established 13 col-
onies that occupied a relatively narrow strip of  land between 
the Appalachian Mountains and the Atlantic seaboard. Their 
territory was only a fraction of  the size of  New France. 
Yet about a million and a half  people lived there, and their 
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numbers were steadily growing. Families had many children 
to help out on the farms, and increasing numbers of  immi-
grants from other European countries were continuing to 
arrive. Cities such as Philadelphia, Boston, and New York 
had populations of  at least 15,000 people.

France and Britain had been enemies for centuries. They 
had engaged in dozens of  wars with each other, some major, 
some minor. The most recent conflict ended in 1748. But 
the subsequent peace was very fragile. It wouldn’t take 
much to shatter it.

Nearly all the French forts were either along or near 
the St. Lawrence River in the east, and the upper Mississippi 
River and Great Lakes region to the west. In 1749, the 
British King George II granted a charter to the Ohio 
Company of  Virginia. The charter allowed Virginia settlers 
to move westward into the Ohio Valley, in modern-day Ohio 
and western Pennsylvania.

This expansion alarmed the French. They regarded the 
Ohio Valley as part of  New France. In early 1753, they 
began constructing several new forts, one on the south 
shore of  Lake Erie and the others further south. These 
forts not only reinforced their claim to the territory but 
also served as a link to their older forts by preventing the 
colonists from driving a wedge between them.

In addition to these fortifications, the French had 
another advantage. They had powerful allies among many 
of  the Indians living in the region. The Indians knew the 
land better than either the British or the French.

George Washington Gets His Chance
Virginia’s Governor Robert Dinwiddie was a major investor 
in the Ohio Company. In October 1753, he sent 21-year-old 
militia major George Washington and a few other men on 
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a mission from Virginia to the newly constructed Fort Le 
Boeuf. Washington’s mission was to deliver a letter from 
Dinwiddie to the French commandant of  the fort, Jacques 
Legardeur de Saint-Pierre. The letter began,

The Lands upon the River Ohio, in the Western 
Parts of  the Colony of  Virginia, are so notoriously 
known to be the Property of  the Crown of  Great-

Virginia colonial governor Robert Dinwiddie
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Britain, that it is a Matter of  equal Concern and 
Surprize to me, to hear that a Body of  French 
Forces are erecting Fortresses, and making 
Settlements upon that River, within his Majesty’s 
Dominions . . . it becomes my Duty to require your 
peaceable Departure.1

Washington had another task. Not all the Indians sup-
ported the French. He was to meet with a leader of  the 
Iroquois, which was a confederacy of  several important 
tribes that opposed the French, and seek his support in the 
likelihood of  an open conflict. This leader was named 
Tanaghrisson, also known as the Half King.

Six weeks after setting out, Washington finally arrived 
at his destination and delivered Dinwiddie’s letter to St. 
Pierre. The French leader scoffed at the message. He told 
Washington that the French had no intention of  abandon-
ing their forts or departing from the region.

The rejection of  Dinwiddie’s demands probably came as 
no surprise to Washington. Shortly before arriving at the 
fort, he had met a group of  French officers. As he noted in 
his journal,

They told me, That it was their absolute Design to 
take Possession of  the Ohio, and by G[od] they 
would do it; for that they were sensible the English 
could raise two Men for their one; yet they knew, 
their Motions were too slow and dilatory to prevent 
any Undertaking of  theirs. They pretend to have 
an undoubted Right to the River, from a Discovery 
made by one LaSalle 60 Years ago; and the Rise of  
this expedition is, to prevent our Settling on the 
River or Waters of  it.2
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Robert Chevalier de la Salle was a noted French explorer 
who had traveled extensively in North America during the 
seventeenth century. He claimed that territory for France.

Washington was alarmed at this report of  increased 
French troop strength in the Ohio Valley. He returned to 
Virginia as fast as he could. He was fortunate to be alive. 
Harsh winter conditions had hindered his return. At one 
point he fell into a river choked with ice and had to scram-
ble to safety. On another occasion, he was nearly shot by 
Indians who ambushed his party. They traveled nonstop 
through the night to get far ahead of  their attackers.

Fort Duquesne
Dinwiddie believed that Saint-Pierre’s rejection of his 
demand to leave the Ohio Valley was a hostile act. He imme-
diately hatched a new plan. He sent several dozen men to 
build a fort where the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers 
meet to form the Ohio River. It is where the city of Pittsburgh 
lies today. It was an important strategic location.

In that era, there were few roads in the wilderness. The 
rivers formed natural highways that facilitated the move-
ment of  people and goods. Controlling them was especially 
important. In mid-April, when the French realized what the 
British were doing, they attacked. The building party was 
greatly outnumbered and fled. The French made the cap-
tured structure much larger and stronger. They named it 
Fort Duquesne after the governor-general of  New France, 
the Marquis Du Quesne.

In the meantime, Washington—now a lieutenant colo-
nel—was en route to the fort with about 160 militiamen to 
reinforce it. When he was about 40 miles away, he learned 
that the French had taken it. He wasn’t sure what his next 
step should be. That decision was soon made for him.
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