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Now and Then

Robert Carter's white ensign
By Ab Stockwood
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The British have always been a proud ‘flag flying’ nation. Perhaps their most treasured is the naval ‘white ensign’, a banner of the days when British naval power was second to none, and Britannia did indeed rule the waves The 'white ensign' has been the British naval standard for centuries. Revered and coveted, it is not even permitted to furl in the breeze unless in the service of the British Monarch or her navies. In 1762, the Newfoundland family of Robert Carter in Ferryland earned the right to fly the standard as a reward for their assistance in repelling the French occupation of Newfoundland, The nations of France and England have not always been on the best of terms. Throughout centuries of ‘spats and skirmishes’ both kept one idea in common – the need for new land and resources and the development of overseas empires. Newfoundland is not a newcomer to those age old colonial designs. During the late 17th century and well into the 1700s, Newfoundland's strategic position at the mouth of the Gulf of St Lawrence and her great fish resources were a temptation that brought the old rivals back to war.
In the spring of 1762. the French mounted another effort to assert their desire to control the island of Newfoundland. The French Naval Officer Charles Henri-Louis D'Arsac de Ternay and land commander Count Cléron D’Haussonville landed a force of over 700 in four ships at Bay Bulls on June 24,1762. St. John's fell three days later a victim of an impoverished defending garrison and fortifications that had fallen to decay.
Robert Carter, a surrogate magistrate in Ferryland. hearing of the capture of St John's rallied a force of 100 small vessels and crews to defend Ferryland from attack. Carter, a prosperous "Southern Shore'' merchant, fortified "Isle de Bois" just offshore and moved the small community's population to the island. Tradition holds that two French warships prepared to take the island but were repelled by Carter's makeshift garrison. A colourful tale is told of Carter's wife Anne Wyley who is said to have dismasted one of the Ships with her skill at the cannons!
MHA John Carter, a descendant of Robert Carter, believes that it is also likely that the presence of a heavily fortified island may have been enough of a deterrent to have even avoided an actual skirmish. It appears family history is not firm on
the level of heroism involved and that the leisurely pace of the Seven Years War may have prevailed.

This was, after all, a period in history where much was made of marching, sieges and shows of force. John Carter does not rule out the possibility that Surrogate Robert Carter accompanied the brig William to Halifax where he conveyed his intelligence on the capture of St. John's to Lord Colville.

Colville mounted a naval squadron which was met by Colonel William Amherst and his land forces at Ferryland. Carter's small shallops and fishing vessels were used to land troops and stores at Torbay the site chosen for an English counter attack Outmanoeuvred by land and blockaded by sea, the French Garrison began quarreling. On the evening of September 15, 1762, Admiral De Ternay broke the quarrel and deserted the garrison. His vessels slipped out to sea in a thick fog!

Colville and Amherst quickly advanced on the French fortifications and, as a result. Count D'Haussonville surrendered a force of 553 fusiliers and officers to the
British.
The sortie ended unhappily for the French, as De Ternay was to report the failure to the French Minister of War, Duc de Choiseul. Four years later the wily De Ternay was appointed rear admiral. The French however lost Newfoundland as a bargaining tool at the Treaty of Pans in 1763.
For their part in the campaign Robert Carter and his family were granted the right to fly the White Ensign — a distinction they still hold today, sharing a naval tradition which first originated in 1702. The tradition is still followed today where you'll occasionally see the ensign at full mast on Mount Scio or from Ken Carter’s yacht on Conception Bay.
