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Although it often gets overlooked, the French and Indian War, or the War for Empire as it 

is now becoming known, was a very important turning point in United States History.  While it 

was only a small part of a much larger scale war between Great Britain and France, it would 

bring about many changes on the North American continent.  The immediate results of the war 

included the British acquisition of Canada and an almost immediate end to French presence in 

the North American colonies.  The war also had the long term effects of establishing British 

dominance in the colonies and planting the seeds for the American Revolution.   

 In the grand scheme of the war, the state of Pennsylvania would prove to be immensely 

important.  While the war was being intensely debated among the assemblymen in the State 

House in Philadelphia, many important military events were taking place across the state.  Not 

only did the French and Indian War establish places like Fort Duquesne and Fort Necessity as 

key historical sites, but it also involved some notable men in Pennsylvania and American history, 

such as Edward Braddock,  James Abercrombie, and a then little known 21 year old Colonel by 

the name of George Washington.  The major turning point of the war, and American history for 

that matter, was led by a Scottish-born General by the name of John Forbes, whose expedition 

across the state in 1758 forced the French to retreat from Fort Duquesne, a feat unsuccessfully 

attempted by Braddock three years earlier, and ultimately set the British on a course towards 

victory.   

 Prior to his promotion to brigadier-general in December 1757, John Forbes had worked 

his way up through the ranks of the British army after serving for six years in the War of the 

Austrian Succession as part of the Scots Greys, a cavalry regiment.  Throughout the course of 

that war, he was promoted twice, once to captain and then to major and deputy quartermaster.  

Forbes is said to have been clever and witty, often applying those qualities to both his battlefield 



preparations and his social interactions with fellow staff members.  His resourcefulness and 

experience were both key factors in establishing him as one of the most reliable officers in the 

British army, which earned him the responsibility of leading the expedition against Fort 

Duquesne.1   

 Throughout his campaign, Forbes would encounter many obstacles, but none would 

prove more difficult to overcome than the reluctance of the Pennsylvania Assembly to fund his 

expedition.  The war had been the subject of debate in the State House ever since its beginning, 

with some assemblymen showing support for the war, while others, most notably the Quakers, 

supported a more pacifist stance, arguing that the colonies should not be used to fight the wars of 

the King.  Also, the Quakers had a long standing peace with the Indians of the region.2

During Forbes’ campaign, William Denny, who was then Governor of Pennsylvania, 

received many letters from both supporters of the Forbes campaign, such as British Secretary of 

State William Pitt and General Forbes, himself.  While letters from Pitt and Forbes are addressed 

to Denny, the Governor, in turn, read many of them aloud to the Provincial Council in order to 

gauge their reaction to the requests of the Forbes campaign.  These letters, which can be found in 

both the writings of Forbes and Minutes of the Provincial Council, tell us a lot about the 

campaign, including the many difficulties Forbes encountered in the field, such as relations with 

Indians, shortage of troops and supplies, and his own struggle with sickness.  In addition, the 

letters, and the response of the Provincial Government tell us a great deal about how the 

provincial government operated in Philadelphia in the 1750’s.   

                                                 
1 Stanley M. Pargellis, “John Forbes,” in Dictionary of American Biography Vol. III: Cushman-Fraser, ed. Allen 
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The first letter of note was one sent by William Pitt who wrote to Governor Denny on 

December 30, 1757 asking for him to request that the Assembly “Dispatch as Large a Body of 

Men within your Government as the Number of its Inhabitants may allow, and forming the Same 

into Regiments as far as shall be found convenient.”3  On March 7, 1758, the letter was read to 

the Council, along with another letter from Pitt that the governor had received.  Pitt opens the 

letter by reflecting upon the disappointment that the Royal army has dealt with in light of recent 

failed military initiatives, most notably Braddock’s defeat at Fort Duquesne.  The letter is a basic 

request for more troops overall, but Pitt specifically highlights the Forbes campaign as crucial for 

the success of the British cause.  In his plea to the Governor asking for more troops, he requests 

that he bring the matter to the Pennsylvania Assembly: 

That you do direct them to hold themselves in readiness as early as may be to 
march to the Rendezvous at such Place or Places as may be named for that Purpose by 
Brigadier General Forbes, appointed to Command his Majesty’s Forces in those Parts, in 
order to proceed from thence in Conjunction with a Body of his Majesty’s British Forces, 
& under the Supreme Command of Brigadier General Forbes,  appointed as above so as 
to be in a Situation to begin by the first of May if Possible, or as soon after as shall be any 
way practicable…4

 
The language in Pitt’s letter suggests that the situation is quite dire and an expedient response is 

essential for the success of the Forbes Campaign.  In order to appeal to the Governor and the 

men of the Assembly, he stresses that it is imperative that they comply for the safety of their 

“own province.” 

 Upon receiving Pitt’s letter, Governor Denny read it aloud to a small council and issued a 

statement to the council highlighting his response to Pitt’s requests.  In this reply, he reiterated 

Pitt’s claim that the Forbes campaign not only necessary for the preservation of British power in 

                                                 
3 William Pitt, “Letter to Lieutenant Governor William Denny: 30 December, 1757,” in Minutes of the Provincial 
Council of Pennsylvania, From the Organization to the Termination of the Proprietary Government, Vol. VIII; 
Containing the Proceedings of Council from Jan. 13th 1757, to the 4th of October, 1762, Both Days Included.  
(Harrisburg: Theo. Penn and Co., 1852), 27 Henceforth, I will refer to this as “Minutes” in my citations. 
4 Ibid 



North America, but it was also crucial for the safety of civilians living in the frontiers of the 

Province of Pennsylvania, who could have involuntarily been subjected to French rule if action 

was not taken.  To quote Denny, the Forbes campaign was necessary to “repair our late Losses 

and to secure us from the future Designs of [the King’s] enemies.”5  Furthermore, Denny urges 

the Council to act quickly with regard to carrying out the requests made by Pitt.   

 As a result of Pitt’s letter, and Denny’s resolution to grant Pitt the support he requests, it 

would seem that the Provincial Council, which had been previously hesitant to support the war 

effort, was convinced to throw their support behind Forbes.  With a single letter, the Council was 

forced to realize that if the French prevailed in their war with the British, they would most likely 

subject the people of the colonies to French rule.  Since Fort Duquesne’s strategic location at the 

intersection of two major rivers was an important asset to the French, there would be a number of 

benefits to the war effort if the British were able to take it over.  The most obvious benefit would 

be the psychological boost given to the British soldiers if they were able to finally defeat the 

French army.  But what gave the Forbes campaign even more importance was the knowledge 

that, should he be successful, the British army would be able to establish its own fort, in a very 

strategic location, in what was a disputed area.   

 The next mention of the Forbes campaign in the Minutes of the Provincial Council comes 

on March 27, 1758, when two letters from Forbes to Governor Denny were read aloud to the 

Council.  In his letter, Forbes requests of Governor Denny that “the Officers and Soldiers raised 

in Pennsylvania for the Service are Able Bodied good men, capable of enduring fatigue, and that 

their Arms be the best that can be found in the Province.”6  In these words, it seems Forbes is 

stressing to Denny that what he is attempting is no mundane task.  Forbes’ letter continues to 
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highlight the specific attributes of many Pennsylvanians and how they could be beneficial to his 

cause.  For example, he highlights Pennsylvania’s frontier inhabitants as possible candidates for 

duty as Rangers, due to their extensive knowledge of the lay of the land from their experience as 

hunters in the woods.7  

 Signed March 20, 1758, this one letter serves as an example of Forbes’ attempts to appeal 

to specific aspects of the culture of Pennsylvania.  In a post script, Forbes informs Denny of a 

specific encounter with French forces he has recently been informed of: 

P.S. – I have this moment an Express from Fort Edward, acquainting me of One 
of your Scouting Parties of 180 Men having been attacked by a Thousand of the Enemy’s 
Indians, Canadians, &ca2., near Ticonderoga, in which we have lost 130 Men; the Party 
behaved most Gallantly, but were overpowered by numbers.8

 
Informing the Governor, who in turn reads the letter aloud to the council, of this incident serves 

two strategic purposes for Forbes.  Not only does he inform the council of the greater numbers 

possessed by the French, but he also brings the war to the Council’s doorstep.  By using the 

language, “your Scouting Parties,” he is, in a sense, making sure they are aware that there are 

Pennsylvanians being attacked and killed by the allies of the French. 9  It is almost a perfect 

compliment to Pitt’s earlier letter, in which he stressed to the Council that the Forbes campaign 

was necessary because of the dangers posed by the French army to the people of the Province.   

Forbes’ second letter, read to the Council that same day, detailed a need for carriages and 

also asked for the Council to post press warrants throughout Pennsylvania which Forbes hoped 

would inspire citizens to volunteer for the expedition.10  In response to these letters, Governor 

Denny spoke to the Council, urging cooperation with Forbes’ requests.  The talk then shifted, 

however, to the quartering of soldiers, which had always been a touchy subject amongst the 
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9 Emphasis mine 
10 Forbes, “Letter to Governor Denny: 20 March, 1758,” in Minutes, 60-61 



Council.  For much of the war, the Council had been divided regarding the quartering of soldiers, 

as many felt it unfair to force ordinary citizens to provide hospitality for the British army.11   

Despite the reluctance of the Council to grant quarters to the army in the past, Denny and 

Forbes both knew that this would be necessary to do as the army gathered in Philadelphia for the 

expedition across Pennsylvania.  According to the Canadian Dictionary of Biography, Forbes 

would go on to spend most of the spring and summer of 1758 in Philadelphia preparing for the 

expedition.  Unfortunately, while in his preparations, Forbes would suffer many setbacks due to 

“difficulties in obtaining colonial troops, supplies, and wagons.”12  Furthermore, letters that 

Forbes wrote during this time indicate that he was becoming increasingly frustrated with what he 

perceived as incompetence on behalf of Thomas Janvier, the Council’s Provincial Armourer in 

regard to providing him with requested supplies.   

In a letter dated April 20, 1758, Forbes essentially gives the council a status report, 

specifically documenting what he refers to as a “scarcity of arms.”  It is a short letter, written at 

what he describes as a “Critical Juncture” of his preparations, he makes specific requests, 

including “Two Hundred and Eighteen Light Fuses” and “165 Arms.”  In response, Governor 

Denny, after receiving approval from the Council, directed Janvier to provide Forbes with the 

weapons he needed.  However, a few days later, another letter from a Forbes revealed a sense of 

frustration with the fact that he had not yet received the supplies he requested: 

I am extremely sorry that any just request of mine to you…should meet with 
obstructions that I neither could nor forsee not suppose; particularly as I had signed a 
receipt for the Arms I had demanded, according to your desire and by which receipt of 
mine, I certainly showed the Necessity that I was under for such an application, in order 
to support His Majesty’s Measures for the general warfare of North America, and for the 
immediate protection of this Province in Particular.  Such a refusal of what is the 
undoubted Right of the King to demand, or the Officer Commanding his Majesty’s 

                                                 
11 Ketcham, 433  
12 I.K. Steele, “John Forbes” in Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online, (Toronto: University of Toronto, 2000); 
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Subjects under Arms in the Province, is what I am astonished at; and as the Service is 
pressing, and will admit of no delay, I must beg, Sir, you will send me an answer in 
writing, as soon as possible whether you are to deliver the Fuzees demanded or not.13

 
In this letter, it is very apparent that while he does his best to be reverent and polite 

towards Denny, he is very annoyed and frustrated by the incompetence of the council and Janvier 

in providing him the supplies he needed.  In response to this plea from Forbes, Denny begins to 

emerge as Forbes’ strongest supporter aside from William Pitt.  He immediately calls for Janvier 

to appear before him and the Council and explain why munitions were not delivered to Forbes.  

Janvier defends himself by claiming that he was interfered with and is ordered by Denny to 

immediately see to it that the requested munitions are delivered to Forbes before he embarks on 

his campaign.14  

 In addition to his supply problem, Forbes also faced difficulties in planning the route for 

his expedition.  In his failed attempt to take Fort Duquesne three years earlier, General Braddock 

forged his own trail, which was favored by some amongst Forbes’ troops, specifically the 

soldiers from Virginia.  Forbes, though, believed Braddock’s road to be weak, so weak in fact 

that “a withdrawal would have been necessary even after victory.”15  Ultimately, Forbes decided 

that, in order to facilitate a permanent conquest of Fort Duquesne, he needed to set up a system 

of roads and forts that would provide the fort with a practical supply line across the province.   

 Once his army was finally gathered, Forbes had set off across Pennsylvania on the 

expedition that would ultimately lead to the establishment of Pittsburgh.  His campaign was not 

without its difficulties, though.  A major difficulty that would have to be dealt with was the 

interference of the Indian population along the way that essentially doomed the Braddock 

campaign in 1755.  The most notable of these encounters with the Pennsylvania Indian 
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population was one with the self-proclaimed “King of the Delawares,” Chief Teedyuskung.  In 

order to achieve success in his campaign, Forbes knew it was essential that the Council do 

whatever was necessary in order to appease the Indian population.   

 To be successful, it was crucial for Forbes to recognize the desires of the Indians in the 

area and make sure those desires were attended to and appeased.  Had they not have been, it is 

likely that the Indians would have formed a formidable alliance with the French.  As a result, it 

was important for the British to convince the Indian population that if they were victorious, they 

would treat the local peoples better than the French would.  This made it imperative to listen 

closely to the demands of Teedyuskung and the rest of the Delaware tribes.  From the letters of 

Forbes, it can be derived that he was acutely aware of this, as he strongly suggested that Denny 

and the Council acquiesce to Teedyuskung’s demands, which included a promise from the 

Provincial Council of Pennsylvania that his people would always remain in control of the 

Wyoming Valley in Northeast Pennsylvania.16  In his letter, dated May 3, 1758, Forbes writes: 

I really think Teedyuskung’s demands ought to be agreed with, as he has the 
Publick Faith for the making of such a settlement, altho’ I would parry off all Convoy of 
Troops, as Axmen and Carpenters will answer all his purposes, and I think that he and his 
tribes ought to be our Guards for those Back Settlements this summer, as we shall want 
all the Troops somewhere else.17

 
 After some deliberation, Denny and the Council agreed with Forbes in that it was 

better to respect the wishes of Teedyuskung in order to prevent the Delaware tribes from 

interfering with the Forbes Campaign as they had with Braddock’s in 1755.  Throughout the 

month of October 1758, a conference took place consisting of many meetings between Governor 

Denny, members of the Provincial Council and the Delaware Tribes that ultimately led to an 
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17 Forbes, “Letter to Governor Denny: 3 May 1758,” in Minutes, 110 



agreement between Teedyuskung and the Council to abandon the Indian alliance with the French 

that became known as the Treaty of Easton.18

 In order to negotiate with Teedyuskung, Denny and the Council called upon a missionary 

by the name of Christian Frederick Post, who had established peaceful relations with many of the 

Delaware Tribes through his missions and had even married one of his converts.19  It was Post 

who convinced Teedyuskung of the benefits of a widely attended conference with the Denny and 

the Council.  The month long conference is documented in the Minutes of the Provincial Council 

in the form of a long dialogue between the two parities, in which each attempts to peaceably 

understand the wishes of the other.   

The leaders of the Indian population attempted to justify their earlier attacks on British 

military personnel, stating that it was the British who “first began to do mischief.”20  

Furthermore, they expressed hesitation in forming an agreement with the British, as it is widely 

felt, and understandably so, that the English had a tendency to not live up to their promises, 

especially with regards to land.  However, the inclusion of Post in the negotiations eventually 

proved beneficial to the Council, as his amicable relationship with Teedyuskung and the 

Delawares ultimately led to the decision of the Indian population to abandon their alliance with 

the French in exchange for a promise from the British that they would cease to interfere with 

Indian affairs in the Wyoming Valley.  This agreement would prove to be pivotal in the success 

of the Forbes campaign.   

Once he had embarked on his campaign, Forbes continued to write to Governor Denny, 

updating him, and subsequently the Provincial Council, of the status of his campaign.  In a 
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Dumas Malone, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1959), 504-505 
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lengthy letter dated September 9, 1758, Forbes goes into great detail to inform the council of the 

hardships being endured along the way.  He notes a shortage of provisions due to a lack of 

carriages.  He also goes on to say that he is sending his Quarter Master General back to 

Philadelphia to discuss the situation of the army with the council in person.21   

 Then, on October 22, Forbes wrote a letter to the Governor containing another detailed 

account of the situation of his camp.  While it is the one of the last of his letters to the Governor, 

it was the first to mention specifically that he was suffering from illness.  Biographical writings 

on Forbes show him to be sick from the time the expedition began, though none specify exactly 

what his ailment is.  He states: “My state of health continues precarious, but not so bad as to 

occasion any stop to our operations.”   At this point in the expedition Forbes was so ill that he 

could no longer walk on his own, but rather had to be carried via a sling that was placed in the 

middle of and carried by two horses.22

 Preparing for a fight, this letter informs Governor Denny of exactly how many troops he 

has remaining under his command (under twelve hundred), and he states that he would like to be 

sent more, so that he may be better prepared to go up against the French and their Indian allies.   

Also, as it is turning to autumn at this point, he requests that the assembly approve the sending 

winter supplies.  It becomes apparent that, at this point, Forbes has succeeded in building a 

strong, fortified supply road across the state, as he makes references to many other forts along 

the way to Fort Duquesne.  Despite that success, his army’s lack of personnel is a major 

hindrance to the maintaining and defending of his trail.  As a result, he asks that the assembly 

                                                 
21 Forbes, “Letter to Governor Denny: 9 September 1758,” in Letters of General John Forbes: Relating to the 
Expedition Against Fort Duquesne in 1758, ed. Irene Stewart, (Pittsburgh: Allegheny County Committee, 1927), 39.  
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send 1,200 more troops, and even goes so far as to document exactly where he needs them to be 

stationed.23   

 As he had done with all of Forbes’ letters, Denny read the letter aloud to the Council and 

the Provincial Assembly, followed by a speech in which he expresses doubt that the Forbes 

campaign will be successful unless Forbes’ request for more troops is met.  While he expresses 

doubt of the success of the campaign, he also commends Forbes for his bravery.  He stresses how 

necessary it is for the Assembly to provide Forbes with the supplies he needs as he may have to 

set up camp for the duration of the winter.24  However, less than two weeks later, the Governor 

received a final letter from Forbes, with a much more upbeat tone. 

 While the previous letter indicates that Forbes was clearly preparing for a fight in order to 

take over Fort Duquesne, he later found that he would not be required to take his troops into 

battle in order to obtain the fort.  The winter months served to give Forbes the advantage he 

needed.  The Indian allies of the French had abandoned them in accordance to their agreement at 

Easton.    Furthermore, the cold months aided the British in reducing the amount of cover at the 

disposal of the French.  Due to their weakened condition, Forbes was able to achieve what was 

essentially a bloodless victory after the French had made what was essentially their last stand 

against the advance of Major James Grant, who later became a British General in the American 

Revolution, in which the French had their “last success.”   

Because the French had lost many of their Indian allies through the Treaty of Easton and 

Forbes’ army was closing in fast, they demolished most of Fort Duquesne and abandoned it.  

Forbes documents this himself, in a letter written on November 26, 1758, where he also claims a 

new name for the abandoned Fort: 
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…the retreat of Grant was the last success of the enemy, they were convinced that 
all hopes of saving the Fort were fruitless; they withdrew to the Fort, destroyed most of 
the works, and went down the Ohio, in number exceeding five hundred men.  On the 
twenty fourth the English Flag waved triumphantly over Fort Du Quesne.  In the third 
year after commencement of hostilities about that fortification, it fell into our hands after 
having kindled so fierce a flame in so destructive a war.  With the change of masters it 
has assumed the name of Fort Pitt, and Pittsburg the property of which is too evident to 
require a justification of the change.25

   
 On another letter dated in late November, 1758, Forbes wrote to Denny to inform the 

Governor and the Council of his success.  He states: 

I have the pleasure and Honour of Acquainting you with the Signal Success of his 
Majesty’s Troops over all his Enemys on the Ohio, by having obliged them to Burn and 
Abandon their Fort, Duquesne, which they effectuated upon the 24th Instant, And of 
which I took Possession with my little army the next Day, - The Enemy having made 
their escape down the River, part in boats and part by Land, to their Forts, and 
Settlements on the Mississippi being abandoned, or at least not seconded by their Friends, 
the Indians, whom we had previously engaged to act a neutral part, And who now seem 
all willing and ready to Embrace His Majesty’s Most gracious Protection.26

 
Also in this letter, Forbes informs the Governor that it will be required that a number of troops 

remain stationed at what Forbes now called Fort Pitt in order to protect the area that Forbes had 

just claimed from the French.   

 Forbes returned to Philadelphia and died shortly thereafter due to his worsening illness.27  

Although he died before he was able to see the fruits of his labor, his expedition proved to be of 

immense importance to the British cause.  Not only did the British now occupy a strategic 

position in Western Pennsylvania, but they also had a fortified supply line that stretched across 

the state of Pennsylvania.  The Forbes’ campaign was important not only for the British cause in 

the French and Indian War but it also had a lasting impact in the broader scope of American 

history.  Forbes’ efforts were crucial in helping the British emerge victorious in the war, and 

                                                 
25 Forbes, “Letter containing account of the defeat of Major Grant,” in Letters, 71 
26 Forbes, “Letter to Governor Denny: 26 November 1758,” in Writings of General John Forbes: Relating to his 
Service in North America, ed. Alfred Proctor James (Menasha, Wisconsin: The Collegiate Press, 1938), 264-265 
27 Pargellis, 505 



essentially forcing French influence out of the colonies.  As a result, the British were able to 

continue their dominance over the American colonies, which ultimately would lead to the 

American War for Independence, which is where the French and Indian War ultimately becomes 

as important as it does. 

 While the French and Indian War was important as part of Great Britain’s ongoing battles 

with the French over territories across the globe, it gains its importance for American history in 

that it planted the seeds for what would later become the American revolution.  Ketcham notes 

that the greatest lasting effect the War would have on politics in Pennsylvania was that it unified 

factions that had once been against each other against one thing: British Parliament.28  

Essentially, Pennsylvania and the rest of the colonies felt distain towards the British government 

as a result of their forcing the war upon the colonies.  Pennsylvania in particular was up in arms 

over the British demand that the Province provide quarters for soldiers being sent over from 

Great Britain for the war, which would certainly impose on the citizens.  This issue, along with 

others, provided the foundation upon which the North American colonies would eventually 

declare their independence from the rule of Great Britain. 
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Appendix:  Attached to the end of this document are copies of the various primary sources used to conduct my 
research. 




























































