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Figure 1. The Shoals Martello Tower from the west, 

1971, Kingston, Ontario. (16H-202 M). 





ABSTRACT 

Archaeological excavations were conducted on the Market 

Shoals Martello Tower during the month of February, 1972. 

These excavations uncovered the ground floor of the tower 

and exposed the #1 ordnance room, #2 ordnance room, the 

powder magazine, the barracks store and the commissariat. 

Most of the structural material remaining in these rooms was 

flooring. Sections of the second level were also excavated 

including one window, the roof of the powder magazine, the 

boiler and the vault above the #2 ordnance store. A latrine 

was excavated on the gun platform and a small quantity of 

mid-19th century artifacts was collected from the site. 
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PREFACE 

The Shoals Martello Tower which stands in the harbour at 

Kingston, Ontario was the object of a cleaning contract 

let during the winter of 1972. As the cleaning of the 

interior of the tower progressed there arose some question 

as to whether or not it would be feasible to conduct 

archaeological research on the site. The tower which had 

had two interior levels was partially filled with pigeon 

dung and other debris, and there was a question as to 

whether or not any remaining flooring could sustain the 

cleaning. In an attempt to answer these questions the author 

of this report was directed to Kingston on the 11th of 

February. As a result of that visit to the site, it was 

decided that archaeological research was necessary, if the 

fullest amount of information concerning the construction 

of the structure, especially the flooring, was to be 

retained. 

On the 15th of February I returned to the site to 

observe the cleaning operation and in conjunction with Mr. 

Gerry Crockett from the Technical Services Branch of the 

Dept. of Indian Affairs & Northern Development, recorded 

structural features as they were exposed. This system proved 
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impractical from the standpoint of information retrieval 

and on the 17th of February the contract for the cleaning 

operation was terminated. On the l8th of February a new 

contract, no. CR71-200, was instituted between the previous 

contractor and the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern 

Development. This new contract put the archaeologist in 

charge of the work and it remained in force until the work 

was completed on the 1st of March, 1972. The total time 

spent on the site was thirteen days, and this report Is a 

presentation of the findings of that project. 

I would like to thank Mr. Gerry Crockett for his 

assistance and for copies of all his sketches and drawings. 

I would also like to thank Mr. Graham Barkley of the Central 

Regional Office of the National Farks Branch for all of the 

arrangements he was able to make facilitating the smooth 

operation of the research. Finally, I would like to thank 

Mr. Armand Leduc, superintendent of the cleaning operation 

for all of the co-operation and assistance he provided. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Shoals Tower is located 100 yd. offshore in Kingston 

Harbour at Latitude 76°28*43" W. , Longitude 44°13'44" N. 

The tower stands between the Government Wharf and Swift's 

Wharf at the foot of Brock Street and directly in front of 

the Kingston City Hall. Built on a shoal, the water depth 

in the immediate vicinity of the tower ranges from 2 ft. to 

9 ft. During the winter the tower is accessible by an ice 

bridge, but during the rest of the year it can only be 

reached by boat. Adjacent to the tower is a breakwater 

which creates a small boat basin to the west. 

The tower (Fig. 2) was constructed of hewn limestone 

on an ovoid plan to a height of 45 ft. The long axis of 

this oval, oriented north and south, is 59 ft. and the 

short axis is 54 ft. The southern section of the structure's 

wall is five feet thicker than the other sides. This 

additional thickness was a result of the need for greater 

protection from that quarter or to provide the space needed 

for a staircase, or both. Inside the tower, however, the 

plan Is circular with a radius of 20 ft. 

This tower was the only one of the four that was 

constructed on a circular plan. The other three were 
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Figure 2. The Kingston Market Shoals Tower in plan and 

elevation. A. Elevation of the tower from 

progress report in 1847. B. Plan of the ground 

floor. C. Plan of the second level most of which 

was devoted to barracks space. D. Terrepleine 

or gunplatform. (Public Archives of Canada.) 
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built on octagonal bases that merged Into circular plans 

at the tops of the towers (Lavell 1936: 163). At the 

bases of these other towers small caponiers opened onto 

a moat to further protect them, but this defence was not 

necessary at the Shoals Tower. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

A detailed historical account of Kingston Harbour, the 

Martello Tower and their relationships to the St. Lawrence 

River is being prepared by Mr. Ivan Sanders of the 

Historical Research Section of the National Historic Sites 

Service, however the historical information presented here 

will provide the reader with some perspective of the site. 

The history of the Martello Tower revolves around the 

history of Kingston and its importance as a key strategic 

position in controlling the flow of maritime traffic 

moving from the St. Lawrence to the Great Lakes. The 

French were early in recognizing this position for its 

military importance and in 1673 constructed Fort Frontenac 

on the western bank of the Cataraqui River where It flows 

into the lake. This position was held by the French until 

1758 when it was captured by a British force led by Colonel 

Eradstreet. The British garrisoned Kingston until 1870 

when they, along with all Imperial garrisons, were recalled 

from British North America (Stanley 1951*: 21). 

The termination of the American Revolution converted 

a section of the St. Lawrence River into an international 

boundary, creating further problems with which the British 
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had to cope. The hostilities between Canada and the United 

States again flared up In 1812 re-emphasizing the need to 

fortify Kingston against possible attack. In 1813 the first 

Fort Henry was erected. The disadvantages of using the 

St. Lawrence River as the only means of water communication 

between Upper and Lower Canada were also realized and in 

1826 Colonel By was commissioned to construct the RIdeau 

Canal. This canal, designed primarily for martial reasons, 

needed to be defended and as a result plans were drawn 

up in 1829 to erect a system of fortification, consisting 

primarily of a strengthened Fort Henry and several outlying, 

auxilliary fortifications. VJork proceeded slowly on Fort 

Henry and no progress was really made toward the completion 

of the auxilliary works. This situation changed, however, 

as tensions between the two countries heightened with the 

adoption of the "Fifty-Four Forty or Fight" slogan of the 

1844 American Presidential election campaign. Kith the 

election of James Polk and the Democratic party, Britain 

began to prepare for war with the United States. This 

preparation did not go unnoticed by the editors of the 

Kingston Argus who stated in January, 1846, "It is not for 

Oregon we shall have to contend, if contend we must. The 

blood of the yeomanry of Canada which may be spilled in 

defence of their homes will attest their abhorrence of 

the tyranny of Democracy. Britain seeks no war with 
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America-Canada seeks none. But let us imitate Britain and 

PREPARE FOR WAR as the surest means of securing PEACE." 

The threat was sufficient enough to incite immediate 

action on the part of the Master-General of the Ordinance 

and Board and plans were quickly drawn up for the 

construction of four Martello Towers (exclusive of the 

two at Fort Henry) for the defence of Kingston Harbour 

(Fig. 3). The first of these contracts was let on the 3.0th 

of January of 1846 for the construction of the Murney Tower 

and work had proceeded so rapidly on it that the masonry was 

ready for testing by the 10th of June, 1846. The contract 

for the Shoals Tower was also let in January of that year, but 

work on it proceeded at a much slower rate. 

The construction of the Shoals Tower differed from that 

of the other towers in that it was built on a shallow shoal 

in the harbour and was completely surrounded by water. This 

posed technical problems that were not encountered in the 

construction of the other towers. William Murray was 

awarded the contract for its construction and he probably 

sub-contracted the initial work to John Greer. It was 

Greer's job to construct a coffer dam (Fig. 4) on the shoal 

and pump out the water on the site. He set to work 

immediately, making good use of the ice, and by March 20th 

of 1846 had completed the dam and had begun to pump out the 
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Figure 3. Map of Kingston Harbour. (Public 

Archives of Canada.) 
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Figure 4. Plan and cross-section of coffer dam as 

proposed in 1846. (Public Archives 

of Canada.) 
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water. This chore occupied fifteen pumps manned by six 

or seven men each until the middle of June when the 

interior of the coffer dam was pumped dry. This dam was 

90 ft. in diameter and 7 ft. 6 in. in height, meaning the 

displacement of 47,750 cubic ft. of water. On June 15th, 

1846, the Oregon Treaty was signed and this project, begun 

with the utmost urgency, slowed considerably and it was 

not until October of 1847 that the tower's construction 

was completed. Although the tower was completed in 1847 

it wasn't armed for another 14 years. 

The garrison for the tower was never very large and 

for the most part it was placed on a maintenance basis or 

was looked after by a caretaker. It was first occupied in 

1849 by four guards and between then and 1854 the number 

of men never rose above seven. In 1855-56 the tower 

stood vacant, because of the Crimean War, but as a result 

of Britain's involvement in the United States Civil War, 

the garrison rose to 23 men. These men were all single, 

whereas before It is believed that the tower was used for 

married quarters. After the crisis in the United States 

had passed the number of men again declined to its previous 

1850s level. 

The tower was occupied by a British garrison until 1870 

when, as stated above, all Imperial troops were withdrawn 
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from British North America. At that time it was turned 

over to Lt.-Col. Wyly, Director of Stores of the Dominion 

Government and kept on a maintenance basis for 10 more 

years. After this period it was considered obsolete and 

abandoned. A local informant stated that the tower had 

been occupied at the turn of the century and later by a 

Kingston family, but this story has yet to be substantiated. 

However, such a circumstance would explain the recovery of 

certain artifacts such as toys. After this final 

abandonment, the tower languished until the mid-20th century 

when it was re-roofed to protect it from the elements. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Technique 

When the author arrived on the site a great deal of 

cleaning on the third level had already been completed, 

and work had just been begun on the first level. This 

latter had consisted of the cleaning of the stairwell 

beneath the stairs that had let up to the second level. 

At this time the contractor was using this area to store 

re-usable bricks, and the archaeologist had no control 

over the dispensation of his labour crew. Until the 

contract had been rewritten, the archaeologist observed 

the cleaning process and investigated those areas of 

particular structural interest. 

Because of the undifferentiated nature of the fill 

inside the tower, systematic levels of excavation were not 

maintained. The excavation consisted mainly of the 

removal of this fill and the cleaning and recording of 

the features that remained in place, primarily of floor 

joists and flooring. 


