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Abstract 

Upper Battery and Lower Battery at Fort Rodd Hill in 

Victoria, British Columbia, were constructed in the late 

18 90s as part of the defences of Esquimalt Harbour. The 

site of the batteries was continuously in use by the 

military down to 1956, although by then the batteries 

themselves were long obsolete and the amount of military 

activity was never, in peacetime, very great. This paper 

deals with the origins of the type of coast fort of which 

the two Rodd Hill Batteries are good examples, discusses the 

structure of the batteries, and outlines the problems 

encountered in assembling research material on this subject. 
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Introduct ion 

This manuscript began as a projected structural history of 

Upper Battery, Rodd Hill. Early on, it became apparent that 

there was insufficient information to justify a history of 

Upper Battery alone, and the manuscript was expanded to its 

present form. Even then, the paucity of information on the 

Rodd Hill buildings has made the preparation of this 

manuscript a frustrating business, and the final result, in 

fact, raises more questions than it answers. 

Lytton Strachey once observed that the history of the 

Victorian age could never be written because of the surfeit 

of information on the period. He underestimated the ability 

of the Victorians to destroy records. In 1880 the War 

Office archives contained "more than 6,000,000 registered 

papers, the accumulation of the (preceeding) 25 years." In 

the same year, a committee was appointed to consider the 

problem of storing this enormous volume of material. It 

would be an over-simplification to say that the committee 

recommended that the bulk of the records be destroyed, but 

that comes close to being an accurate description of what, 

in fact, happened. Although the committee recommended that 

all "official" papers be retained, it also suggested that 

virtually everything else be destroyed after a specified 

retention period - usually five to 10 years. In practice, 

this meant that only executive papers were kept. As a 

result of the acceptance of the committee's recommendations, 

there now survives a glut of material on British military 

policy in the later 19th century and precious little on 
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anything else. 

The handicap imposed by the absence of any material on 

the construction of Rodd Hill was never entirely overcome in 

the course of preparing this manuscript. It was some time, 

indeed, before the exact nature of the problem was entirely 

clear. It now seems likely that the entire surviving 

documentation on the construction of Rodd Hill (i.e. 

documents concerned with the physical structure of the work 

instead of the policy behind the construction) consists of a 

handful of plans and a few stray letters and papers which 

have somehow escaped the fire. 

These plans are the single most important source. For 

the features with which this paper deals (Upper Battery and 

Lower Battery), the total number of available plans dating 

from the early period is 11. Of these, one is clearly a 

preliminary plan drawn before work was commenced; another 

may have been drawn before the area shown in it was, 

actually, constructed; two contain so little detail as to be 

virtually useless; and the remaining seven are record plans. 

These last require some explanation. A record plan, as the 

name suggests, was intended as a physical record of a work 

or building "as built." Record plans were supposed to be 

drawn from measurement. They were intended as a way to 

allow the Deputy Director of Works (Fortifications) to check 

the work of the engineers in the field. Record plans, 

therefore, ought to be considered accurate. But, even Royal 

Engineers are human and errors may, conceivably have crept 

in. The author has in fact come across one record plan (for 

a work in Halifax) which could not have been drawn entirely 

from measurement. 

Of the seven record plans of Upper and Lower Rodd Hill, 

three are of Upper and four are of Lower. One for each fort 

consists of a standard Admiralty chart of Esquimalt harbour 

altered to show the range and arcs of fire of the guns. 
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These are therefore useless for the purpose of this paper. 

This leaves five plans, and these are the single most 

important and reliable source for the structure of the works 

as originally constructed. 

Canada has been every bit as thorough as Britain in 

destroying of construction and maintenance records for the 

fort, although to even less purpose; the destruction in 

Canada appears to have been largely a matter of chance. For 

the Canadian period a few additional plans are available, 

although a surprising number are merely altered copies of 

the record plans, as well as some fragmentary maintenance 

records, most of which raise more questions than they 

answer. Canadian records get more detailed and useful 

around the beginning of the Second World War, but, as 

neither Upper nor Lower Battery figured very prominently in 

that conflict, these are not of much use for present 

purposes either. 

This paper is thus based very largely on the 

examination of a handful of plans, a physical examination of 

the site as it now exists, and a lot of (hopefully) 

intelligent guesswork. To supplement the rather meagre 

pickings from the primary sources and to increase the 

probability of making a correct guess, three additional 

sources were used: War Office publications, information on 

comparable batteries and the memories of a few persons who 

served at the fort. 

Of these, the examination of comparable batteries 

proved the least rewarding. There is in fact only one 

entirely comparable work in Canada (Macaulay, also in 

Esquimalt) and we know as little about it as we do about 

Rodd Hill, so that comparative research was not much help. 

In fact all coast works constructed in Canada in the same 

period as Rodd Hill are as badly documented, although, in 

some instances, the number of plans available is greater. 
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War Office publications were more rewarding, although 

the bibliographic work involved was somewhat time-consuming. 

From various textbooks, handbooks, treatises and manuals, 

the author could gather enough information to enable him to 

interpret the function of some of the features shown on the 

plans. In addition, the official publications were a 

fertile source of information on the equipment normally 

associated with a turn-of-the-century coast battery. This 

last was, as it happens, the most easily researched of the 

topics treated in this paper and the (comparative) ease with 

which the information was gathered and the quantity of 

information available has, to a certain extent, distorted 

the final product. It is no accident that the equipment 

chapter is as long as the rest of the paper. 

The author only began to employ oral history techniques 

late in the course of his research and, it must be admitted, 

as a last resort. The drawbacks of oral history are 

obvious. For one thing, it is highly unlikely that a 

reliable eye-witness for the imperial period can now be 

found. For another, the reliability of a witness's memory 

is a difficult thing to check, and independent corroboration 

of a statement by at least two persons is desirable. 

Notwithstanding these and other problems, the limited amount 

of oral history employed in the preparation of this paper 

did produce surprisingly good results. 

Before leaving the topic of oral history, it might be 

appropriate at this point to note that, since it now is 

obvious that many of the questions about the fort will never 

be answered through official documents, oral history may be 

the only remaining course open to researchers. Although 

there are problems in assessing the information gathered in 

interviews, there are a few factors in the case of Rodd Hill 

which tend to increase the probability of success with such 

a project. The two most important of these factors are the 
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relative youth of the site and its comparative stability 

over time. Only the first decade or so of the history of 

the fort is entirely beyond living memory, and there is 

every indication that nothing much was changed on the site 

between, say, 1900 and 1940. I would therefore recommend 

that any future historical research projected for the fort 

include an oral history program. 

From the above, the following facts about the 

documentation for Fort Rodd Hill should be apparent. First, 

the documentation for the structures is virtually 

non-existant. Second, that while secondary sources go some 

distance toward providing the historian with the background 

to make an intelligent guess about some aspects of the fort 

(e.g. the equipment), not all questions can be answered in 

this fashion. Third, the period of optimum documentation is 

after about 1940. Fourth, the period of optimum 

documentation coincides with the period for which best 

results could be expected from any oral history program. It 

must be emphasized that these facts apply only to matters of 

building structure and building use. There is no period in 

the history of Rodd Hill where there is insufficient 

documentation to write intelligently on the political or 

military considerations which shaped British or Canadian 

defence policy and how that policy was reflected in 

Esquimalt in general and Rodd Hill in particular. 

Nonetheless, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that 

if literal accuracy is required for any building restoration 

or furnishing, it may be possible to provide the information 

for such work only for a comparatively late period in the 

history of the fort. 

It should be obvious from the above that the 

information contained in the present paper will not, in 

itself, be sufficient for restoration; it is something of a 

misnomer to call this paper a structural history. A paper 
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of this type is, however, valuable for a number of reasons. 

For one thing, it finally gets the major historiographical 

difficulties involved in the restoration of Rodd Hill on 

record. For another, it serves to point out the areas in 

which further work is required and indicate those areas in 

which, given our present lack of information, we are never 

likely to know much more. Finally, the general information 

on British coast defence practice contained in this paper 

serves to place the fort in the context of coast defence in 

general. 

It ought not to be concluded that the difficulties are 

entirely insurmountable. The relative newness of the fort 

and the comparative uneventfulness of its history tend to 

make the task of restoration easier than might otherwise 

have been the case. It appears that the central fact about 

the evolution of Upper and Lower battery is that they never 

evolved. The basic fabric of the extant structures of both 

batteries has changed little since the day of their 

construction, and most of these structures are in reasonably 

good condition. Some of the interior fitments are clearly 

original. In many instances, therefore, we are now in a 

position, with only a little additional work, to restore the 

building fabric. The following paper indicates where this 

is the case. 

In format, the paper moves from the general to the 

particular. The opening chapter discusses the evolution of 

British coast fort design in the later 19th century. The 

following chapter, describes the considerations which the 

Royal Engineers took into account when designing a coast 

battery, and discusses the design of Rodd Hill. An 

inventory of the extant structures follows, serving both to 

date the remains and indicate what other buildings are known 

to have existed. Chapters follow on the structure of the 

extant buildings and their interiors, and on the equipment 
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associated with a coast battery equipped with the guns and 

carriages present at Rodd Hill. 

As I mentioned in the beginning of this introduction, 

this paper was originally intended to be only a structural 

history of Upper Battery. As originally scheduled, the time 

allotted for the research and writing of a structural 

history of Upper Battery, Lower Battery and the casemate 

barracks was over a year and a half. With the advantage of 

hindsight it can be said that this was clearly too generous 

an estimate given the lack of material. The present 

structural history (of all three) was researched and written 

in 11 months. This has proved to be not quite generous 

enough. In the latter stages of research, the author was 

forced by time limitations to choose between working on the 

guns, gun equipment, and other artillery features or working 

on the barrack and barrack fitments. As the former are 

immeasurably more important in the case of Rodd Hill than 

the latter (at least the guns were actually mounted and most 

of the attendant equipment procured for them: the barracks 

at Rodd Hill were rarely used), the choice was easily made, 

but, the sections on the casemate barracks have inevitably 

suffered. This paper can only treat the subject of the 

casemate barracks in a highly superficial manner and much 

more work is required on this aspect of the fort. 
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The Evolution of the British Coast Fort 

The evolution of coast fortification design is almost 

entirely a 19t-century phenomenon. Before about 1850, the 

same principles governed the design of works for both coast 

and land defence. A permanent fort in a coastal position 

was much like a permanent fort anywhere else. Temporary 

works were built to the same principles as field works 

everywhere. 

The evolution of coast fortification design is also 

largely an Anglo-American phenomenon. While France and 

Prussia led the field in permanent fortification, they, like 

all continental powers, were more concerned with the defence 

of their land frontiers than with that of their coastlines 

(Prussia, indeed, had little to worry about). Britain only 

faced the problem of an exposed land frontier in some of her 

colonies, while the United States, after 1815, ceased 

altogether to worry about her land frontier defences. Both 

countries thus tended to concentrate their military 

engineering energies on coast defence. Initially engineers 

in both countries borrowed from European theories of 

permanent fortification but, as the century progressed, 

coastal works in Britain and the United States came to 

resemble each other more than any of the permanent works 

erected in Europe. In 1800, coastal fortification as such 

went unmentioned in fortification textbooks. By 1900, it 

was, in effect, an independent subject. 

The emergence of coast fort ifiction as a distinct and 

specialized subject was the direct result of developments in 
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industrial technology in the latter half of the 19th 

century. The evolution of coast fortification theory and 

practice was the result of parallel but mutually reinforcing 

developments in certain aspects of that technology -

advances in metallurgy and improvements to the steam engine 

being two of the most important. The metallurgical advances 

were probably the most significant factors, since they made 

possible the development of both ship armour and the 

high-powered, breech-loading gun. 

In the second half of the 19th century the pace of 

technological advance was very rapid. Prior to 1850, it is 

only a slight exaggeration to say that there had been no 

fundamental changes in the theory of fortress design since 

the invention of gunpowder. While the shape and appearance 

of forts changed somewhat from century to century, the 

changes had more to do with military fashion than any 

improvement in the cannon. After 1850, however, whole 

weapons systems could become obsolete almost overnight. In 

the British service, for example, four different types of 

gun succeeded each other within less than 30 years. This 

bewildering series of changes in weaponry was paralleled by 

equally confusing changes in fortress design. 

In general, the development of British coast defence in 

this period can be divided into three phases. Before 

embarking on a description of each, it might be useful to 

recount the state of ships and forts, of guns and gunnery, 

just before the period of rapid development. 

As the gun was common to both ship and fort, it is best 

to start with it. It was still quite a crude weapon. One 

writer has described the principal guns of the period 

(3 2-pounder smooth bore cannons) as follows: 

They were, we must admit ... mere blocks of 

cast iron, the sole machining spent on them 

being the formation of the bore and the 
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drilling of the vent. The velocity of the shot 

was about 1600 feet per second and the energy 

developed by the charge was about 570 

foot-tons. 

The standard gun carriage was equally primitive. A 

shipboard carriage was 

made entirely of wood ... It was carried on 

wooden trucks, or sometimes the rear truck was 

replaced by a chock. The recoil was controlled 

by the friction of abnormally large wooden 

axles, by wedges acting on the trucks, and 

finally was brought up by the breeching by 

which the gun was attached to the vessel's 

side. 

In a fort, slightly more sophisticated carriages were 

available, but the basic means of controlling recoil 

were still friction and physical restraint. 

The forts in which the guns were mounted, while not 

exactly "primitive" in quite the same way as the guns, were 

also products of the thinking of another era. The old 

bastion system still dominated fortification, either in one 

of its late 17th-century incarnations (the Vauban systems, 

for example) or in one of its later variations (polygonal 

fortification). In any form, the system was in theory 

rigidly symmetrical, relying on an established vocabulary of 

geometric forms. Although in practice the permanent forts 

of the era tended to be both less complicated and less tidy 

than the textbook plates, the fundamental form remained. 

The area to be fortified was enclosed with ramparts, 

frequently supported by masonry walls, and armed with a 

large number of guns. There were two basic methods of 

mounting the guns: either on the ramparts or in subterranean 

chambers (known as casemates). Both methods could be 

employed in a single work. 


