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Abstract 

From 1796-1870 Queen's Battery formed an integral part of the 

narrows defences of St. John's. During the 1830s it became the 

focal point of those defences and, although it relinquished 

this position in the 1860s to Fort Amherst, it remained an 

important post. This was the last decade of active military 

utilization of the battery. It was the subject of a couple of 

post-1870 defence reports, but nothing ever came of these, and 

in the First and Second World Wars other sites were considered 

of greater strategic value. In the early 2 0th century the 

battery became the first historic resource in Newfoundland to 

be exploited for the purpose of tourism. 
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Queen's Battery, 1796-1889 

Introduction 

Begun in 1796, Queen's Battery was a relative newcomer to the 

St. John's defence system. The British government had first 

established a garrison at St. John's in the summer of 1697 

after the French, from their base at Placentia, had attacked 

and destroyed the town in December 1696. Prior to the found­

ing of the garrison, the inhabitants of St. John's had provided 

for their own defence according to the limited means available 

to them. Thus Christopher Martin, a fishing captain from 

Devon, landed guns from his ship in 1665 and 1667 and emplaced 

them in two temporary earthen forts. The earliest known map 

of St. John's harbour, drawn by the English cartographer John 

Thornton in 1689, shows three defence works located in the 

narrows, the half-mile long channel varying in width from 200-

400 yards, which leads from the sea into the harbour proper. 

North Fort was situated at a place designated "One a clock," 

on the north side of the narrows; another defensive work lay 

almost directly opposite at "Ring noone"; and South Fort, on 

the same side, was closer to the narrows' entrance. None of 

these works was of a permanent nature. In 1691 the inhabi­

tants of St. John's reported that they had "for our own security 

raised a small work according to the best of our judgments for 

our present defence, where we have a few guns...." This may 

have been the "King William's Fort" into which the hapless 

townspeople retreated in the face of the French onslaught of 

1696.2 

The French success of 1696 alerted the English government 

to the necessity of fortifying St. John's, a step which they 
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had been loath to take in the past. The English fishery at 

Newfoundland, of which St. John's was the administrative 

centre, was valued by England not only for its economic worth, 

but as a training ground which produced skilled sailors to man 
3 

the ships of the Royal Navy in time of war. Accordingly, 

government policy was aimed at restraining settlement, since 

it would tend to deplete the supply of manpower available to 

the Royal Navy in the West Country fishing villages. Although 

the absence of a proper law enforcement agency in Newfoundland 

prevented the vigorous enforcement of this policy, the prohibi­

tion remained on the law books until the second decade of the 

19th century. Thus, until 1697 at least, government frowned 

upon fortifications in Newfoundland, as these might have been 

construed as an acceptance of settlement. Still, Newfoundland 

was not considered to be entirely without protection. It was 

commonly held that the nation possessing the greatest seapower 

would be the one that controlled Newfoundland and her fishery. 

As it was the Royal Navy's policy to blockade the enemy in his 

home waters, a fortifications network in Newfoundland was 

viewed as superfluous. But the events of 1696 showed that the 

French, who had had a fortified capital at Placentia since 

1662, entertained territorial ambitions in Newfoundland. 

Moreover, the fall of St. John's caused a disruption in the 

English fishery at Newfoundland, and this could not be allowed 

to continue indefinitely or the French would become dominant, 

with all that this entailed in times when naval might was equated 

with political power. The decision to fortify St. John's was a 

landmark in Newfoundland history, not only because it represented 

the establishment of a permanent British military presence on 

the island, but also because it was a tacit acceptance of 

settlement. 

Although there were changes in the St. John's defence 

system in the century after 1696, a measure of continuity was 

provided by an emphasis on the security of the narrows. From 

1697-1713 the town's defences consisted of a fort, Fort 
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William, located on the north side of the harbour proper over­

looking the harbour mouth, and two smaller works on opposite 

sides of the narrows. These defences were allowed to go to 

ruin after 1713, for in 1714 the St. John's garrison was 

transferred to Placentia to occupy the fortifications vacated 

by the French, who had been banished from their Newfoundland 

capital by the Treaty of Utrecht. However, British merchants 

engaged in the Newfoundland fishery repeatedly petitioned 

government to re-fortify St. John's, which prayers were finally 

answered in the 1740s when France and England were once again 
4 

at war. In that decade a new Fort William was begun on the 

site of the old one, and a four-gun battery was erected on the 

southside, again in the narrows. 

When the French took St. John's for the final time in 

June 1762, they repeated their successful course of 1696, 

which was to advance upon the town by land from the south. 

The narrows battery was completely useless against this. A 

British expeditionary force easily recaptured St. John's that 

September, also by advancing overland, only from the north. 

The British drove the French from Signal Hill, on the north 

side of the narrows, and then fired at will into Fort William 

below, to which the French had retreated. The French surren­

dered only a day after the bombardment had begun. The events 

of 1762 prompted a major re-evaluation of British defensive 

strategy for St. John's. Two important changes resulted. In 

the 1770s, a new main fort, Fort Townshend, was erected on the 

north side of the harbour, but to the westward of Fort William 

and out of the range of Signal Hill. The other departure 

occurred during the American Revolutionary War (1775-83), when 

measures were taken to protect St. John's from land attack. 

Small batteries were erected at Quidi Vidi harbour, half a 

mile north of the narrows, and at Cuckold Cove, between Quidi 

Vidi harbour and the narrows. Other temporary batteries were 

added, one at Torbay, where the British had disembarked in 

1762, a second on the road from Torbay to St. John's, and a 
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third on the road between St. John's and Bay Bulls, from which 

the French had launched their attack in 1762. But while 

there were areas of change after 1762, geography dictated that 

the narrows must remain a focal point of the defences of St. 

John's. Indeed, the narrows were actually strengthened. 

Chain Rock Battery, on the north side, was finished by 1769, 

and in 1777 Amherst's Tower, guarding the southside entrance 

to the narrows, was completed. The old southside work, now 

called Frederick's Battery, was upgraded to nine guns by 

1777.8 

The Napoleonic Wars (1793-1802, 1803-15) witnessed another 

major development in the St. John's defence system. This was 

the designation of Signal Hill as the post of ultimate retreat 

for the town and garrison. Although the grandiose plans for 

this end were never fully realized, a series of batteries were 

built on the summit of the hill and the whole was stockaded. 

Ordnance department officials felt that once the Signal Hill 

project was completed it would be next to impossible for an 

enemy to hold St. John's; for this reason there was no emphasis 

on defending the landward approaches to St. John's such as 

there had been during the American Revolutionary War. Also, 

in official eyes at least, both Fort Townshend and Fort William 

diminished in strategic importance. The same could not be said 

of the narrows works. Not only were the existing defences 

kept up and improved, but new ones were added, all on the 

north side. Wallace's Battery was built atop Gibbet Hill, an 

eminence 390 ft. above sea level in the George's Valley region 

of Signal Hill, and from which both the narrows and Fort 

William were easily commanded. Waldegrave Battery was closer 

to the water at 135 ft. above sea level, and was situated 

behind Chain Rock Battery near the juncture of the narrows and 

the harbour. The third addition was Queen's Battery. 
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Construction: 1796-1812 

The site chosen for Queen's Battery was approximately 350 ft. 

above sea level, directly above Chain Rock Battery, and about 

800 yd. from the mouth of the narrows. It was some 300 yd. 

away from the summit of Signal Hill and 150 ft. lower. Work 
9 

on the battery started in 1796, probably that spring. The 

battery was intended for nine heavy guns; by October 1796 

platforms for three of these had been laid, with the other six 

"in great forwardness." By this date the frame for a wooden 

guard house, or barrack, had also been erected. The following 

year the battery was virtually completed. The merlons of 

the parapet were put in, the other six platforms laid, and the 

guard house finished. In addition, a laboratory for storing 

gunpowder was built. These features remained essentially 

unaltered until the 1830s. 

There was a change in the battery's armament sometime be­

tween 179 7 and 1800. In the latter year the armament was 

given as four 8-in. brass howitzers, six 24-pounders (iron), 

and one 9-pounder (iron), or eleven guns in all, two more than 

originally allowed for. Five years later two of the howit­

zers had been removed, so that the battery was back to its 
. . 12 

original quota. By this time the battery was beginning to 

show the effects of its exposure to the Newfoundland climate. 

Half of the parapet had completely decayed, and the gun plat-
13 forms had had to be relaid that spring. In 1806 the battery 14 was still considered "very much out of Repair." The reports 

for the next few years are not very helpful, recording merely 
15 that there had been "partial repairs" or "No material change." 

During this period most of the energies of the Ordnance 

department work crews in St. John's were devoted to scarping 

the rock at the summit of Signal Hill in an effort to render 

it impregnable. Someone must have found some time for Queen's 

Battery however, for in 1810 the guard house was "improved" 

and the battery itself fenced in. In fact, the entire 

battery was "deemed to be in a good state for service...." 
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It is not until 1812 that there is a detailed description 

of Queen's Battery. That year the following account was 

written: 

Queen's Battery - Situate on the north side of the 

Harbour of Saint Johns about 330 feet above the 

level of the water; this Battery has a fine command 

of the narrows as well as of part of the Interior 

of the Harbour, it is in tolerable good repair, 

upon it are nine pieces of ordnance of the follow­

ing natures, mounted on Garrison Carriages on one 

continued Platform of wood 

Brass Ordnance 8 In Howitzers 2 

Iron Ordnance 24 Pounders 6 

9 Do. 1 

Total 9 

The Guns Carriages and side arms are in a Service­

able state. The ammunition is kept in a small 

wooden Laboratory 12 ft by 10 in the rear of the 

Battery. There is also a wooden Shed immediately 

in the rear 50 ft by 13. The last part is occu­

pied by a Subaltern of Engineers, the remainder by 

a Gunner/and his family/in charge of the Battery 
17 this building is out of repair.... 

The above then, represents a thorough summary of the 

physical characteristics of the site: the guns, their car­

riages, gun platforms, guard house, and laboratory. The 

positioning of the guard house and the laboratory bears 

special mention. The guard house was on the same flat area 

(160 ft. by 40 ft.) later designated lower Queen's Battery, on 
18 which were located the guns. (See Figure 1) The laboratory 

does not appear to have been located on this shelf, but rather 
19 on a second one 12 ft. above the lower battery. This upper 

level would be exploited to greater effect in the 1830s. 
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The Role of Queen's Battery 

It is important before proceeding further to study more closely 

the role of Queen's Battery in the defence of the narrows. 

First and foremost, the battery was intended to prevent enemy 

vessels from entering the narrows. A 24-pounder fired at a 

10 degree angle had a range of 2450 yd., so that the battery's 

guns would have been effective against an enemy vessel up to 

16 50 yd. from the entrance to the narrows. In this task it would 

have co-operated with Amherst's Tower, which was right at the 

entrance to the narrows. The battery would have been useful 

against an enemy vessel which actually got into the narrows, 

and it also looked into the upper or east end of St. John's 

harbour. In addition, Queen's Battery was valued as a check 

against enemy possession of the two southside works, Amherst's 
20 Tower and Frederick's Battery. These were always regarded 

as vulnerable to capture by land-based forces advancing from 

the rear over the southside hills. Since they were considerably 

lower than Queen's Battery, they would have been easy prey for 

its guns, and could have offered little opposition in return. 

Queen's Battery itself was supported to the landward by Wallace's 

Battery and the summit batteries of Signal Hill. (See Figure 

2) 

An examination of the types of shot used by the guns of 

Queen's Battery reveals exactly how the battery was to perform 

its defensive role. Round, grape, case, and double-headed 

shot were all kept at the battery. (See Appendix A) Each had 

a different purpose. Round shot was the most common form of 
21 shot at this time. It consisted of a ball of solid iron 

cast according to gun size. Heated round shot was capable of 

burning through a ship's deck all the way to its powder maga­

zine. Though a furnace for heating shot was proposed for 

Queen's Battery, there is no record of one ever having been 
22 

installed. Because it was solid, round shot could be fired 

much farther than other forms of shot. It was no doubt the 

type of shot at Queen's Battery designated for use against 
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enemy vessels approaching and attempting to enter the narrows, 

or vessels at the upper end of the harbour. Most of the round 

shot at Queen's Battery was intended for the 24-pounders. 

Grape shot was made up of a number of small iron balls tied to 

a central iron column, all in a canvas bag, giving the appear­

ance of a bunch of grapes. These balls, although they had 

less range, scattered once the powder charge ignited, so that 

grape shot increased the potential for destruction or damage. 

Case shot was comprised of a cylindrical tin case filled with 

a number of small pieces of shot akin to musket balls. It was 

commonly used against ships as a means of killing or wounding 

men on the deck. The bulk of the case shot at Queen's Battery 

was meant for the 8-in. howitzers, and would have been particu­

larly useful against ships below the battery in the narrows, 

whereas round shot from the 24-pounders would have been very 

plunging here, and hence less effective. Case shot was very 

effective when coming down upon a target. Double-headed shot 

consisted of an iron bar with a solid half of round shot at 

either end. Its primary function was the destruction of the 

rigging and sails of enemy vessels. Queen's Battery, then, 

possessed the standard repertoire of a land-based defence work 

geared to repel sea attack. 

Construction 1812-27 

The outbreak of the War of 1812 spurred the completion of cer­

tain defence projects in St. John's, such as the reconstruction 

of Chain Rock Battery and Amherst's Tower, and prompted improve­

ments to most other works. In 1813 Queen's Battery underwent 

"partial repairs," so that in October it was reported to be 

23 

"in Order." However, there was some concern over the condi­

tion of the guard room, and it was even proposed that it be 

entirely rebuilt in 1814. Nothing came of this proposal. The 

battery's armament was upgraded sometime before or during 

1816. That year it was given as two 8-in. brass howitzers, 

8 



The Nicolls Report 

In the sxommer of 1827 Lieutenant Colonel Gustavus Nicolls, 

Commanding Royal Engineer at Halifax, compiled a major report 

on the defences of St. John's. This was part of a larger 

review of imperial defences in British North /America which was 

brought on by American espousal of the Monroe Doctrine in 

1823, and also by unusual French naval activity in the West 

9 

24 
six 24-pounders (iron), and three French 18-pounders (iron). 

The latter were the new additions, with the single 9-pounder 

of earlier years having been dropped. 

After the conclusion of the War of 1812 and the Napole­

onic Wars in 1814 and 1815 respectively, the British government 

embarked upon a strict policy of retrenchment in military 

spending. The most significant casualty of the new policy in 

Newfoundland was the long awaited Martello tower atop Signal 

Hill. After 1817 only repairs to existing facilities were 

permitted and, predictably, a steady deterioration of the de­

fence works ensued. By November 1818 the wooden gun platform 
25 at Queen's Battery required to be replaced. Two years later 

the platform was still out of repair. By that time the guns 

were also showing signs of neglect. The Commanding Officer of 

the Royal Artillery in St. John's considered only three of the 
27 24-pounders and one of the 8-in. howitzers to be serviceable. 

It was noted for the first time that the guns were in barbette, 

that is positioned to fire over the parapet rather than through 

embrasures, such as there were in the original parapet. This 

change must have taken place during the repairs made to the 

parapet after 1805. In 1820 the wooden guard room at the 

battery was occupied by two men of the Royal Artillery and 
28 their families. Some minor repairs may have been effected 

at the battery after 1820, as in 1823 it was described as 
29 being "in good order." The occupants were the same as in 

1820. 
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Indies between 1823 and 1825. Nicolls was charged with 

reporting on the existing defences and recommending a new 

system of defence for St. John's. With regard to the existing 

defences, we need only concern ourselves here with Queen's 

Battery. Sometime after 1820 a single 68-pounder carronade 

had been added to the battery's armament, and two stone platforms 

had been laid. They had, however, been laid improperly, and 

Nicolls felt that they should be relaid. The old wooden plat­

form was "totally gone." These were the only structural 

changes. Nicolls submitted the following comments and sugges­

tions on the battery's strategic role: 

From the height of this Battery, I was, at 

first sight, disposed to think unfavourably of it, 

but having had a few Shots fired from the 8 Inch 

Howitzers, with Cannister [i.e. case shot], the 

effect produced in the Narrows, was such as was 

calculated to cause many casualties in Men and 

Rigging from the cross trees to the deck in a 

ship entering and thereby to throw her into con­

fusion and impede her progress at a moment fre­

quently of great interest from the nature of this 

Entrance; also, considering this a useful Battery 

against the South side, my opinion became in its 

favour, and I would recommend it's [sic] being 

continued reduced to the following extent, 2-8 

In Howitzers-1-68 Pr. Carronade, & 4-24 Prs. -

and that in addition to the two Platforms re­

commended to be relaid, 5 others of Stone should 

be laid down. 

Nicolls had touched on the main strengths and weaknesses of 

the battery. His proposal that the number of 24-pounders be 

reduced suggests a diminishing of the battery's role against 

ships in the offing, and a greater concentration on its use­

fulness against ships actually in the narrows. It did not, 

however, mean an abandonment of the former role. This is the 



11 

only noteworthy aspect of Nicolls1s recommendations for the 

future development of Queen's Battery. 

At the heart of Nicolls1s plan for the future defence of 

St. John's was the proposal that Martello towers be placed at 

seven strategic points, viz. opposite ends of the summit of 

Signal Hill, Waldegrave Battery, Wallace's Battery, the slope 

between Wallace's Battery and Fort William, Carronade Hill, 

and above Quidi Vidi Lake. These would form a semi-circle em­

bracing the Signal Hill peninsula. Forts William and Townshend 

could then be phased out and the entire garrison relocated to 

Signal Hill behind the protective line of enclosure. This 

represented a continuation of the concept of Signal Hill as 

the post of ultimate retreat, a concept first advanced during 

the Napoleonic Wars. Like the military planners of that 

period, Nicolls saw no need for a system of outworks at the 

landing places in the vicinity of St. John's if Signal Hill 

was to be formidable. He did not, however, foresee the aband­

onment of the third historical element in the defence of St. 

John's, the security of the narrows. Indeed, two of the 

Martello towers were to be on the sites of narrows batteries. 

He envisioned a continued role for Queen's and Chain Rock Bat­

teries, though one wonders if he would have done so had these 

not been situated within the proposed line of enclosure. But 

there would be some scaling down of the narrows defences. 

Nicolls recommended the relinquishment of both southside works 

because they were so open to capture from the rear, and suggested 

instead that they be replaced by a battery at North Head on 

the opposite side of the narrows, which could be defended in 

the rear by the two towers on the summit of Signal Hill. 

Nicolls's scheme was too grandiose for such an unimportant 

imperial garrison as St. John's, and it was never fully imple­

mented. Not surprisingly, the greatest measure of success was 

achieved in carrying out those recommendations which pertained 

to the phasing out of defences. The guns were removed from 

Frederick's Battery in 1834, and in 1835 the Board of Ordnance 


