
Manuscript Report 
Number 

348 
A STRUCTURAL AND NARRATIVE HISTORY OF 

SIGNAL HILL NATIONAL HISTORIC PARK AND 

AREA TO 1945 

by James E. Candow 

1979 

Parks 
Canada 

Pares 
Canada 



A Structural and Narrative History 

of Signal Hill National Historic 

Park and Area to 19 45 

by James E. Candow 

1979 



The Manuscript Report Series is printed in a limited number of copies 

and is intended for internal use by Environment Canada. Copies of each 

issue are distributed to various public repositories in Canada for use by 

interested individuals. 

Many of these reports will be published in Canadian Historic Sites 

or History and Archaeology and may be altered during the publishing process 

by editing or by further research. 



Ill 

A Structural and Narrative History 

of Signal Hill National Historic 

Park and Area to 1945 

by James E. Candow 

1979 

ix Abstract 

x Acknowledgements 

1 Part One: The Imperial Era 

3 Introduction: The Defences of St. John's to 1793 

3 The Settlement Debate and the Defence Question in 

Newfoundland to 1696 

10 The First Official Defences of St. John's, 1697 

14 The Decline of the Defences of St. John's after 1713 

15 The Revival of the Defences of St. John's, 1741-61 

17 The Recapture of St. John's, 1762 

19 The Defences of St. John's, 1763-75 

24 The Defences of St. John's During the American Revo

lution, 1775-83 

26 The Defences of St. John's, 1783-93 

30 The Military Utilization of Signal Hill, 1793-1817 

30 Introduction 

31 Description and Early History of Signal Hill 

33 Construction: 1791-96 

34 The French Threat of 1796 

35 The Role of Signal Hill 

37 Construction: 1797-1806 

39 Signal Hill: Strengths and Weaknesses 

42 Construction: 1807-08 



iv 

44 Decline of the Summit Defences, 1809-11 

49 Decline of the Summit Defences, 1812-14 

52 Failure of the Signal Hill Tower Project, 1814-17 

54 Conclusion 

56 The Military Utilization of Signal Hill, 1817-70 

56 Introduction 

59 The Nicolls Report 

66 The Revival of Signal Hill, 1831-34 

71 Construction: 1834-40 

7 3 The Barracks Problem 

77 Construction: 1840s 

80 Free Trade and the Start of Garrison Reduction, 18 46-60 

84 Signal Hill during the /American Civil War, 1861-65 

86 Withdrawal of the Imperial Garrison from St. John's 

89 Part Two: The Modern Era 

90 The Defences of St. John's, 1870-1914 

90 Introduction 

92 The Morgan Report 

98 The 1887 Colonial Conference 

100 The O'Brien Report 

101 The Newfoundland Royal Naval Reserve, 1900-14 

103 The 1902 Colonial Conference 

108 Conclusion 

109 The Military Utilization of Signal Hill and the Defences 

of St. John's during the Two World Wars 

109 The First World War 

112 The Revival of Waldegrave Battery 

115 The Inter-War Years 

118 The Second World War 

121 Fort Chain Rock 

125 The American Occupation of Signal Hill 

12° Conclusion 



133 The Non-Military Utilization of the Buildings of Signal 

Hill after 1870 

133 Introduction 

133 Signal Hill's Hospitals, 1870-1920 

141 The Signal Hill Blockhouse, 1870-94 

143 The Imperial Powder Magazine, 1870-1958 

144 Cabot Tower 

148 Marconi 

152 The Canadian Marconi Company Wireless Station at 

Cabot Tower, 1933-60 

15 3 The Waldegrave Battery Powder Magazines 

155 Conclusion 

156 Conclusion 

165 Appendix A. "Signal Hill," by Lydia Chancey. 

168 Appendix B. Key Map: Signal Hill and Area, 1791-1867. 

179 Endnotes 

224 Glossary 

226 Note on Ordnance 

227 Bibliography 

Illustrations 

24 3 1 St. John's Harbour, 168 9. 

245 2 French Route of 1696-97. 

247 3 St. John's Harbour, 1698. 

249 4 Fort William, 1709. 

251 5 The French Shore in Newfoundland. 

253 6 Fort William, ca. 1750. 

255 7 The Recapture of St. John's, 1762. 

257 8 Edwards's Battery, Quidi Vidi Harbour, 1780. 

259 9 Cuckold Cove Battery, 178 0. 

v 



vi 

261 10 St. John's Harbour, 178 4. 

263 11 Signal Hill and Area. 

265 12 Code of Ships' Signals, ca. 1800. 

267 13 Plan of the Top of Signal Hill, 1801. 

269 14 Signal Hill Powder Magazine, 18 41. 

271 15 Plan of North Range Soldiers' Barrack, Signal Hill, 

1830. 

273 16 Officers' and Soldiers' Barracks, Signal Hill, 1831. 

275 17 Plan of Officers' Old Barrack, Signal Hill, 18 41-

277 18 Amherst's Tower, ca. 1790. 

279 19 Plan of Queen's Battery Barrack, 1841. 

281 20 Plan of Store and Expense Magazine, Queen's Battery, 

1841. 

283 21 Town and Harbour of St. John's, 1831-

285 2 2 Waldegrave Battery, 18 51. 

287 23 Waldegrave Battery Barrack, 1841. 

289 24 Expense Magazine, Waldegrave Battery, 18 41. 

291 25 Chain Rock Battery, 1851. 

293 26 Chain Rock Battery Barrack, 1841. 

295 27 Expense Magazine, Chain Rock Battery, 1841. 

297 28 Plan of Shifting Room and Cooperage, Signal Hill, 

1841. 

299 29 Plan of Ordnance Store, Signal Hill, 1841. 

301 30 Plan of Canteen, Signal Hill, 1841. 

303 31 Plan of Commissariat Store, Signal Hill, 1841. 

305 32 Plan of Carriage Shed and Engine House, Signal Hill, 

1841. 

307 33 Plan of Soldiers' Barrack, Signal Hill, 18 41. 

309 34 Facilities at Soldiers' Barrack, Signal Hill, 1839. 

311 35 Plan showing relationship between Officers' and 

Soldiers' Masonry Barracks and Facilities, Signal 

Hill, 1839. 



vii 

313 36 Plan of Well Shed, Signal Hill, 1839. 

315 37 Sketch showing relationship between Houses A, B, 

C, and D. 

317 38 Chimnies of Officers' and Soldiers' Barracks, 

Signal Hill, 1341. 

319 39 Summit of Signal Hill, 1841. 

321 40 Plan showing proposed mode of converting Officers' 

and Soldiers' Barracks, Signal Hill, into Store

houses, 18 42. 

323 41 Plan showing proposed mode of converting Officers' 

and Soldiers' Barracks, Signal Hill, into Store

houses, 18 42 . 

325 42 Block Plan of George's Pond Hospital/Barrack, 

Signal Hill, showing proposed Out Buildings, 1848. 

327 43 Plan of New Stone Guard Room, Signal Hill, 1841. 

329 44 Plan of Fuel Yard and adjacent Buildings, Signal 

Hill, 1840. 

331 45 Commissariat Store, Signal Hill, 1833-

333 46 Narrows, or Entrance to the Harbour of St. John's, 

18 42 . 

335 47 Chain Rock Battery, 1864-71. 

337 48 Signal Hill Powder Magazine of 1867-68 -

339 49 Chain Rock Battery, post-1870 . 

341 50 Chain Rock Battery, ca. 1900 . 

343 51 St. John's Harbour from Queen's Battery, ca. 1800. 

345 52 Waldegrave Battery, post-1870 . 

347 53 Scene at the Battery, ca. 1900 . 

349 54 Number 2 Gun, Fort Chain Rock, 1978 . 

351 55 Anti-Torpedo Baffles in the Narrows, 19 43 . 

353 56 Looking East Across Harbour Entrance, Net Open, 

St. John's, 10 April 1943. 



viii 

355 57 St. John's World War II Anti-Aircraft Gun Sites 

(1943). 

357 58 American Guns near Cabot Tower, 1941. 

359 59 Temporary United States Army Facilities on Signal 

Hill, 1941. 

361 60 World War II Quonset Hut (American), Signal Hill. 

363 61 George's Pond Hospital/Barrack, ca. 1870. 

365 62 Signal Hill Lazarette, ca. 1884. 

367 63 Miss Mary Walsh on Signal Hill, ca. 1900. 

369 64 St. John's from Signal Hill, ca. 1900. 

371 65 St. John's, 1879. 

373 66 Imperial Powder Magazine, Signal Hill, 1955. 

375 67 Plan of Cabot Tower, 1897. 

377 68 Plan of Cabot Tower, 1898. 

379 69 Part of the Crowd at the laying of the Cornerstone 

for the Cabot Memorial Tower, 22 June 18 97. 

381 70 Cabot Tower, ca. 1900. 

383 71 Marconi (in middle) with Kemp and Paget at Cabot 

Tower, Dec. 1901. 

385 72 Marconi with Receiving Apparatus, Signal Hill 

Hospital, Dec. 1901. 

387 73 Marconi's Assistants preparing Kites, Signal Hill, 

Dec. 1901. 

389 74 Marconi's Assistant raising Kites, Signal Hill, 

Dec. 1901. 

391 75 Cabot Tower and Imperial Powder Magazine, Signal 

Hill, 1933. 

39 3 76 Powder Magazine, Waldegrave Battery, 1947. 

395 77 Powder Magazine, Waldegrave Battery, 1947. 

397 78 Waldegrave Battery, 1978. 



ix 

Abstract 

Signal Hill has figured prominently in the military, communi

cations, and medical history of St. John's. Its military 

history spans three centuries; in spite of the technological 

advances which took place in the instruments of warfare dur

ing that time, the hill remained a dominant strategic site 

up to, and including, the Second World War. Signal Hill was 

the centre of visual signalling in St. John's from the early 

18th century to 1958. Though its medical utilization encom

passes a short time by comparison, only some 50 years, Signal 

Hill's hospitals played an important complementary role to 

inadequate medical facilities in St. John's between 1870 and 

1920. 
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PART ONE 

THE IMPERIAL ERA 



Introduction: The Defences of St. John's to 1793 

The Settlement Debate and the Defence Question in 

Newfoundland to 16 9 6 

Newfoundland's importance originally stemmed from the pres

ence of rich fishing grounds off its coast. Gaspar Corte 

Real's exploratory voyage of 1501 triggered Portuguese in

volvement in the Newfoundland fishery, and before the first 

decade of the 16th century was out French and Spanish Basques 
1 

had joined in. Although Englishmen claimed Newfoundland 

by right of John Cabot's "discovery" of 14 97, they were 
2 

slow to exploit the island's fishery resource. In the 

1570s, however, stiff Danish competition in the Icelandic 
3 

fishery forced English fishermen to turn to Newfoundland. 

The new fishery there became a major employer in such West 

Country ports as Plymouth, Dartmouth, and Exeter, and New

foundland dried cod replaced Icelandic stockfish as an English 

export to the Catholic countries of Europe. But there was 

another reason for the increased interest in Newfoundland. 

The English government had long recognized the value of 

the fishing industry as a source of skilled seamen to man 

the ships of the Royal Navy in time of war, and the Newfound

land fishery, which required the fishermen to make long 

ocean voyages, gained a reputation as the training ground 
4 

of the very best sailors. 

With several countries vying for a share of the fishery, 

conflict was inevitable. In 1585 Sir Bernard Drake made 

a devastating attack on the Spanish fishing fleet at Newfound

land, and this, followed by the defeat of the Armada in 

1588, effectively removed Spain from a position of prominence 

3 



5 
in the Newfoundland fishery. The struggle between England 

and France lasted for the better part of two centuries, 

and St. John's and Placentia emerged as the capitals of 

the two competing empires. But while Placentia was forti

fied from its inception in 1662, it was 35 years later before 

there were official defences at St. John's. To understand 

why this was so, it is necessary to examine the 17th century 

settlement debate in Newfoundland. 

St. John's was the focal point of the early 16th century 

international fishery at Newfoundland. In August 1527 John 

Rut recorded the presence of "eluen [eleven] Saile of Normans 

and one Brittaine and two Portugall Barks all a fishing" 

in St. John's harbour. In 1541 Sieur de Roberval found 
7 

17 ships there. Of course, the harbour was too small to 

support a sustained fishing effort, and it was as a supply 

centre that it gained its reputation. Thus in 1583 Sir 

Humphrey Gilbert, on his way to New England, brought his 

ships into St. John's for supplies, laying claim to it for 
Q 

England while he was there. In recognition of the importance 

of the place, Sir George Peckham, a partner of Gilbert's, 

published a pamphlet in 1583 in which he advocated that 
9 

England should fortify St. John's. Would that his advice 
had been followed, for in 1596 the Frenchman Michel de Sance 

1 0 plundered a group of English fishing vessels in the harbour. 

England's rising naval might, recognized by all after 

the defeat of the Armada, was not without its repercussions 

in Newfoundland. The most important was the retreat of 

French and Spanish fishermen to the south coast and into 
11 the Gulf of St. Lawrence. The Avalon Peninsula, the part 

of Newfoundland closest to England, became "an English pre-
1 2 serve." Early in the 17th century, officially sanctioned 

colonization schemes were begun in an attempt to populate 

the region. John Guy's colonists at Cupids erected a fort 

over the winter of 1612-13, not because of the French, but 

4 



1 3 to guard against attacks from pirates. The colonists 

soon found that they had another enemy: the migratory fisher

men from the West Country. The fishermen claimed that the 

colonists were taking over all the best beaches for drying 

fish, and that during the winter they destroyed gear left 
1 4 behind when the fishermen returned home. Beneath this 

squabble lay a larger struggle for control of the English 

fishery at Newfoundland. On one side were the merchants 

of London and Bristol, who viewed settlement as a prerequisite 

to capturing the Newfoundland fish trade. Their opponents 

were the West Country merchants, who underwrote the annual 

migratory fishery, and who were already established by the 

1 5 

time of the first colonization attempts. The West Country

men were aware that successful colonies would spell the 

end of their dominance. Subsequent government regulations, 

such as those contained in Sir David Kirke's 1637 coloniza

tion charter, prohibiting settlement within six miles of 

the coast and exempting fishermen from the civil jurisdiction 

of the colonists, reflected the strength of the West Country 

lobby in Parliament. However, since there was no law enforce

ment agency in Newfoundland, such legislation was toothless. 

As it turned out, the costs of maintaining colonies proved 

too great to offset any gains the settlers made from the 

fishery, and the proprietary colonies collapsed on their 

own. Still, a few settlers from the unsuccessful colonies 

remained in Newfoundland, forming the basis for future popu

lation growth. 

A fresh threat to the settlers appeared in 1662 when 

the French government established a fortified settlement 

at Plaisance, or Placentia as the English called it. The 

French were more aware than the English of the strategic 

possibilities of Newfoundland, and considered the island 

to be "an integral part of the north bank of the St. Law-
1 R 

rence River." They regarded Plaisance as a vital flank 

5 



of the route to Quebec, and the key to eventual control 
1 9 

of the Newfoundland fishery. The French coveted the fish

ery for the same reason the English did, as a nursery for 

seamen for their navy. Fearing that the French would use 

Plaisance as a base from which to conquer Newfoundland, 

the English settlers clamoured for fortifications for the 

protection of the major occupied harbours. But under Charles 

II, England was allied with France, and this may partially 

explain why the government did not accede to the inhabitants' 
20 requests. This, however, was not the only factor behind 

the government's decision. British naval thinkers believed 

that whoever controlled the seas also controlled Newfound

land. It followed from this that the Royal Navy would be 

a sufficient guarantee of Newfoundland's security if the 
21 

French ever became a nuisance. As long as the Channel 
and Mediterranean fleets of the Royal Navy could keep the 

enemy bottled up in his own waters, fortifications were 
22 

superfluous in Newfoundland. A fortifications network, 

moreover, would have encouraged further settlement, which 

in turn would have depleted the supply of manpower available 

to the Royal Navy in the West Country fishing villages. 

But herein lay a great irony, as time was to prove. Because 

the migratory fishermen were apt to be pressed into the 

navy during periods of war, the West Country merchants had 

to find some other means of continuing the fishery at New

foundland at such times. The only way was to establish 

settlers there, beyond the navy's reach. In addition, 

many fishermen themselves preferred life in Newfoundland 

to life in the navy, so they, too, opted for settlement. 

In the words of Professor Matthews, "the resident population 
23 found its greatest justification in war time." 

The only protection government offered to the fishery 

was the annual convoy which accompanied the migratory fleet, 

a practice begun in the 1650s under Cromwell. For the 

6 



duration of the fishing season the convoy commander was 

also regarded as the Governor of Newfoundland, the chief 
24 

arbiter of justice. It was a convoy commander who shed 

new light on the settlement debate. In 1675 Sir John Berry 

reported favourably for the settlers, praising their indus

try. At the same time, he roundly criticized the migratory 
25 

fishing interests, accusing them of hypocrisy. While 

they complained against settlement, they were in reality 

contributing to its growth. The truth was that many of 

the West Country fish merchants were finding it more profit

able to leave a few individuals at Newfoundland over the 

winter to build boats, maintain equipment, and ensure that 

a good fishing room would be available for the upcoming 
7 6 

season. Not all of them were doing this, but it was clear 

that the West Countrymen were no longer unified on the settle

ment issue. While the government pondered this, a new piece 

of evidence further altered the debate. John Downing, a 

resident of St. John's, argued to the Lords of Trade and 

Plantations that settlement was legal because many of the 

settlers were descended from the inhabitants of the early 

proprietary colonies, which had received the official sanc-
27 

tion of the Crown. The immediate result of this informa
tion, coupled with Berry's revelations, was a relaxation 

2 8 
of government restrictions against settlement in 1677. 

For example, the government recognized the liberty of the 

inhabitants to live within six miles of the coast. And 

while this was only a temporary arrangement pending further 

investigation, it still represented an important breakthrough 

for the pro—settlement forces. 

In the 1680s the British government toyed with the 

idea of sending a governor to Newfoundland and fortifying 

the harbour of St. John's, especially after the outbreak 

of war with France in 1689 (War of the League of Augsburg, 

1689-97). Yet their concern with the effect this might 

7 



have in stimulating settlement prevented them from doing 
29 so. They also reasoned that the fishing convoy provided 

ample protection during the summer, and that winter ice 
30 was a sufficient defence during that part of the year. 

Finally, the supremacy of the Royal Navy was still regarded 

as the key to the safety of Newfoundland. 

The war with France was a cause of alarm to the inhabi

tants of St. John's, who had long felt the need of some 

sort of protection against foreign aggressors. In 1682 

St. John's boasted a modest population of 230 men, 23 women, 
31 and three children. According to John Downing, in 1660 

the people of Newfoundland had "fifty-six guns and forts 
32 

for their security." Some of these would certainly have 

been located at St. John's. Yet they were soon allowed 

to fall into disrepair, and in June 1665 the Dutch admiral, 
33 

de Ruyter, easily took the defenceless town. Prowse records 

that in 1665 and 1667, Christopher Martin, a fishing captain 

from Devon, landed guns and built two temporary earthen 
34 forts at St. John's. Martin was responsible for fighting 

off a Dutch force at St. John's in 1673. A plan of St. 

John's, dated 1689, shows three defence works at water's 

edge in the narrows. (See Figure 1) North Fort was situated 

at a place called "One a clock" on the north side; another 

fort lay almost directly across the narrows at "Ring noone"; 

and the third, named South Fort, was nearer the entrance 

to the narrows. Again, these appear to have been of a tem

porary nature, for in 16 91 the inhabitants of St. John's 

reported: "We have for our own security raised a small 

work according to the best of our judgments for our present 
35 defence, where we have a few guns ...." However, there 

was a "want of powder, shot, and other materials." This 

work, like its predecessors, was not permanent. 

In the summer of 16 96, the French made their first 

attempt to take St. John's and, with it, control of the 

8 



Newfoundland fishery. But the fleet under Chevalier Nesmond 

was repulsed by the inhabitants, who had put up two "small 

hastily constructed forts," one at Chain Rock (the "One 

a clock" of 1689) and the other opposite near Pancake Rock 

(the "Ring noone" of 1689). Between these two points 

the narrows are only 600 ft. wide, and Nesmond found out 

how difficult it was to get through, even when the passage 

was defended by temporary batteries. Following this failure, 

the French decided to launch a joint land-sea attack on 

St. John's in the winter. The sea force was to be commanded 

by Monsieur de Saint-Ovide de Brouillan, Governor of Plaisance, 

and the land force by Pierre le Moyne d1Iberville. For 

some reason, Brouillan rashly set off with nine ships on 

9 September without waiting for Iberville to arrive from 
37 Canada. Again the modest narrows defences were sufficient 

to thwart the French attack, and Brouillan had to return 

to Plaisance. There the original land-sea attack was final

ized. Iberville's land force consisted of 150 men of the 

garrison plus 125 Canadians and 40 Micmacs from Acadia and 
38 

Cape Breton. In early November they marched across the 

Avalon Peninsula, taking Ferryland, well south of St. John's, 

on the tenth. (See Figure 2) They then moved up the coast, 

taking Bay Bulls, 18 miles from St. John's, and next Petty 

Harbour, only nine miles from the capital, picking up sup

plies as they gained each place. In December they commenced 

the march on St. John's. Iberville's men advanced over 

the south side hills and around the west end of the harbour. 

Advance parties of inhabitants had been unable to fend off 

the skilled force, and the residents now retreated into 

a new work called King William's Fort (after the monarch, 

William III). Their position was hopeless, and they capitu-
39 lated on 30 December. After taking St. John's, the French 

spent the remainder of the winter attacking English settle

ments in Conception, Trinity, and Bonavista Bays. Only at 

9 
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Carbonear and Bonavista were the inhabitants able to hold 
ex 4-U 40 

off the enemy. 

The First Official Defences of St. John's, 1697 

This humiliating defeat administered by the French was a 

turning point in the military history of Newfoundland. It 

demonstrated that, whatever the strength of the Royal Navy, 

some permanent military presence would have to be maintained 

to counteract the French threat. This conclusion was also 

a tacit acceptance of settlement. In 1697 Colonel John 

Gibson was sent to Newfoundland with an expedition to recap

ture the English settlements and establish permanent defence 

works in St. John's. The force arrived in June, and found 

only two or three fishing vessels in St. John's harbour, 

"with some very few inhabitants, but all the Houses & Stages 
41 

destroyed." They encountered no resistance there, the 

French having withdrawn for reasons unknown. Work immedi

ately began on new fortifications, batteries being erected 

on both sides of the narrows, and a start made on rebuild

ing King William's Fort, on the north side of the harbour 
42 proper. Only the narrows batteries had been completed 

when, on 18 August, a French fleet appeared, came to occupy 
the town it had won the year before. Among the measures 

taken to meet this threat was the laying of a cable across 
43 the narrows, undoubtedly between Chain and Pancake Rocks. 

This is the first recorded use of a strategy which forms 

a recurring theme in the defence of St. John's, last employed 

during the Second World War. The French, upon discovering 

that the harbour was defended by a regular military force, 

and perhaps being unprepared for this, left without a fight. 

By the end of the summer of 16 97, King William's Fort 
44 was still not finished. " The north side narrows battery 

mounted five guns, and was manned by a corporal and six 



11 

men. The southside battery had an armament of nine guns, 

and was garrisoned by one sergeant, one corporal, and 12 

men. (See Figure 3) But Gibson admitted that all had been 

erected in haste, and were composed of only earth and 
45 

faggots. Stone or brick facing would have to be added 

if they were to last. Here lay a problem, for Gibson had 

been unable to find a good quarry in St. John's. He sug

gested that stone might have to be imported from Britain. 

Such considerations, however, mattered little to the resi

dents of St. John's. For the first time the town had a 

permanent military garrison and regularly manned defence 
46 

works. This British military presence in Newfoundland 

was to be maintained on a continuous basis until 1870. 

In 170 2 war again broke out with France (War of the 

Spanish Succession, 1702-13). The British government im

mediately sent a fleet commanded by Sir John Leake to dis

rupt the French fishery at Newfoundland. Leake eventually 

captured 2 9 French vessels, as well as a fort the French 
47 

had erected at St. Pierre. The following summer Vice-
Admiral John Graydon was despatched to take Placentia. The 

48 expedition seemed doomed from the very beginning. Many 

of the ships Graydon gathered in the West Indies were old 

and in poor shape, and there was a shortage of stores. Then, 

when the fleet arrived at Newfoundland in early August, 

it encountered a heavy fog which did not lift during the 

whole month. The fleet finally reassembled on 3 September, 

but with winter weather looming, and the men in poor physical 

condition owing to the lack of supplies, Graydon and his 

officers decided to return to England. For this he was 

subsequently dismissed from the Royal Navy. Before the 

British could implement another plan to destroy Placentia, 

scheduled for the summer of 1705, the French struck at St. 

John's and the British fishery. 

Work on the fortifications at St. John's had proceeded 
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at a deliberate pace since 1697. This was because much 

of the material used in construction did, indeed, have to 

be brought over from England, usually by the first fishing 
49 vessels of the season. Still, progress had been made. 

The garrison chaplain described Fort William (as it was 

now called) in 1705 as 

a great square place above an hundred foot long 

& wide, wth a Rampert round it wth. Palisadoes 

on each side, wth a Glacis descending from the 

Parapet ... and below all, there is a ffort 

fortified wth other Palisadoes at the bottom 
50 of the Glacis .... 

Ominously, he noted that the fort was "very ill situated 

having an Hill in the ffront & Rear to comand it . . . . " By 

this time the fort possessed an armament of 40 guns, though 

some of these were probably quite small, as the garrison 
51 consisted of only a few officers and 80 men. Of the two 

narrows works, the southside one was superior. It was, 

according to the chaplain, "a pretty little Castle all of 

stone & substantial Timber," and could accommodate about 

30 men. In addition to strengthening the two batteries 

and the fort, considerable time and effort had been devoted 
52 to making a boom for the chain in the narrows. These 

were the obstacles confronting the French in 1705. 

On the French side, in preparation for the assault, 

the Placentia garrison had been augmented by 100 Micmacs 
53 

and Canadians. On 12 January, 4 50 men under Governor 

Subercase began the trek overland to St. John's. As in 

16 96, they took Bay Bulls and Petty Harbour, reaching St. 

John's on 31 January. There they destroyed the town, but 
54 were unable to take Fort William and the southside castle. 

From St. John's the attackers withdrew to Ferryland. The 

main body then returned to Placentia, but a detachment of 

72 Canadians and Micmacs spent the remainder of the winter 
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raiding English fishing villages in Conception, Trinity, 
55 and Bonavista Bays. Once again, the residents of Carbonear, 

who had withdrawn to Carbonear Island, withstood the French 

onslaught. 

The immediate result of the French effort of 1705 was 

the temporary collapse of the English fishery. By 1706, 

French vessels were fishing out of harbours along the English 

shore. That summer, however, English men-of-war rounded 

up the intruders, and in 170 7 the Royal Navy established 

a blockade along Newfoundland's south coast in an attempt 
57 to starve out the garrison at Placentia. The tactic almost 

worked, but in September a French supply ship slipped through. 

In the winter of 1708 the French decided to undertake 

another campaign against St. John's. The usual course of 

action was followed. Reinforcements arrived at Placentia 

from Canada and the expedition crossed the Avalon Peninsula 

on foot. This time they gained their object, and quickly, 

Fort William falling within half an hour on New Year's Day, 
C O 

1709. The southside castle surrendered the next day. 

The French held St. John's until 31 March, at which time 

they reluctantly obeyed orders to return to Plaisance, know

ing full well that the town would be reclaimed by the English. 

When the English fleet under Commodore Taylor reached 

St. John's at the beginning of the 170 9 fishing season, 

they found that the enemy had demolished the defences and 
59 

removed all the guns. The men must have worked fiendishly 
that summer, for Fort William was back up by 20 October. 

(See Figure 4) In 1710 English men-of-war were stationed 

at Ferryland, Carbonear, Trinity, and Bonavista. As well, 

the blockade of Placentia was renewed, reducing the garrison 
fi 1 

to periods of famine. This was part of a concerted attempt 

to root out the French in North America. In 1710 the English 

took Port Royal in Acadia, renaming it Annapolis Royal after 

Queen Anne. Yet this British toehold in Acadia was a tenuous 
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one, and although Britain held theoretical mastery over 

France's former possessions in what would become mainland 

Nova Scotia, the garrison at Fort Anne dared not venture 

outside the fort for fear of attack by Micmacs, staunch 

allies of the French. It is generally conceded that, dur

ing the war, the French got the better of the fighting in 

North America. However, they were not as fortunate else

where in this clash of world empires, and Britain's success 

on the other side of the ocean made her the victor when 

the conflict ended. 

The Decline of the Defences of St. John's after 1713 

By the Treaty of Utrecht (1713) Britain acquired sovereignty 

over Newfoundland and Acadia. The French were banished 

from Plaisance, but retained Cape Breton, or Isle Royale 

as they knew it. They also acquired fishing and drying 

rights on the Newfoundland coast from Cape Bonavista to 

Pointe Riche. (See Figure 5) These concessions aroused 

much indignation in Britain, and indeed the fishing rights 

were to cause diplomatic headaches until their final termin

ation in 1904. The French had been given a base from which 

to continue their fishery in the northwest Atlantic, and 

Cape Breton, which lay adjacent to Cabot Strait, was actually 

more useful than Placentia in flanking the approach to Quebec. 

With the inauguration of the construction of the fortress 

of Louisbourg, it became apparent that the French were intent 

on maintaining a strong presence in the area. But for 30 

years there would be peace. 

The prolonged period of conflict produced more than 

territorial changes in Newfoundland. Because the pursuit 

of the fishery in time of war was so hazardous, and the 

supply of fishermen greatly reduced, the migratory fishery 

came to a virtual standstill. Without competition, the 
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inhabitants of Newfoundland became firmly entrenched. 

The granting of civil government in 172 9 constituted another 

tacit recognition of the fact of settlement. The West Country

men did return after the war, but they now plied the offshore 

banks fishery, leaving the inshore grounds to the inhabitants. 

With the French gone from Placentia, it was decided 

to transfer the British garrison there from St. John's. 

This was achieved in 1714. The reasoning behind this change 

is not clear. Perhaps the French fortifications were superior 

to those at St. John's, or else Placentia was felt to be 

more defensible than St. John's. In a report written in 

1711, Colonel C. Lilly, R.E., was highly critical of the 

position of Fort William, commanded as it was by higher 
64 

ground nearby. Lilly was of the opinion that Ferryland 

offered far better prospects for defence. In any case, 

for many years Placentia possessed the only fortified har

bour in Newfoundland, and by 1740 the old works at St. John's 
• *. +. i . 6 5 were xn total ruin. 

The Revival of the Defences of St. John's, 1741-61 

Because Placentia was geographically distant from the tradi

tional area of British fishing activity in Newfoundland 

(roughly from Trepassey Bay at the bottom of the Avalon 

Peninsula to Bonavista Bay on the northeast coast), St. 

John's continued to be the supply centre for the fishery. 

In 1739 the number of winter residents there was 327. 

Fish merchants engaged in the Newfoundland trade petitioned 
r -J 

government to re-fortify the town. In 1741, and probably 

because war had broken out in Europe (War of the Austrian 

Succession, 1740-48), the governor and convoy commander, 

Captain Thomas Smith, erected a fascine battery just below 

the site of Fort William and armed it with ten 18-pounders 

from his ship. It was named Fort St. George. In 1743, 
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in anticipation of war with France, Smith left a force of 
70 

85 men plus officers to defend the fort. With the formal 

declaration of war in 1744, the continuance of the garrison 

was certain. That very year plans were formulated for new 

defence works at St. John's, Ferryland, and Carbonear. In 
71 1745 Trinity was added to the list. But there was to 

be no fighting in Newfoundland this time. The main encounter 

in the region took place in 1745 when an expedition from 

New England overwhelmed the French at Louisbourg. However, 

to the disgust of the New England colonies, Louisbourg was 

returned to France by the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748, 

giving rise to the founding of Halifax in 1749 as a counter

balance to the French presence. 

By 1748 only one of three proposed works for St. John's 
72 

had been completed. This was a battery on or near the site 

of the former southside castle in the narrows, mounting 

four 18-pounders. Nearly finished were a new Fort William, 

being built on the ruins of the old one, and another south-

side battery. This second southside battery, positioned 

a little above the first, was abandoned by 1752, it having 

been discovered that its guns did not cover the harbour 
73 entrance, the very purpose for which it had been designed. 

Though no completion date for Fort William is available, 

the fort was apparently in good shape a year after the out-
74 break of the Seven Years War (1756-63). Its armament 

consisted of eight 24-pounders, six 18-pounders, and ten 

6-pounders. All of its batteries and platforms were in 

repair. With the addition of four salient angles to the 

original square configuration, the fort was now star-shaped. 

(See Figure 6) Smith's Fort St. George of 1741, now called 

Fort George, or the Lower Fort, had been improved. Located 

approximately 2 3 yards above high water mark, it mounted 

twelve 24-pounders and, in the words of the First Engineer, 

could be "esteemed a good battery." In shape it resembled 
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a swallow's tail. (See Figure 6) The southside battery, 

with its four 18-pounders, was considered to be well placed 

to defend the narrows, but there were doubts as to its sus

ceptibility to ships' fire and attack in reverse by land. 

But there was a larger and more crucial flaw in the whole 

setup. The First Engineer estimated that over three-fourths 

of the interior of Fort William was visible from neighbour

ing hills. 

For a while it looked like St. John's would escape 

a test of her defences. What turned out to be Britain's 

final capture of Louisbourg in 1758, followed by victory 

at Quebec in 1759, seemed to signal the end of the French 

empire in North America. Peace negotiations began in 1761. 

The French negotiators were determined to maintain their 

country's fishing rights in North American waters, and sought 
75 a neutral port in Newfoundland, Cape Breton, or Nova Scotia. 

However, the British representatives offered only the islands 

of St. Pierre and Miquelon. In a desperate attempt to im

prove her bargaining position, France entered into a new 

alliance with Spain, and decided to make a surprise strike 

at some British possession. She chose St. John's, capital 

of the Newfoundland fishery. 

The Recapture of St. John's, 1762 

In May 1762 a French force of 32 officers and 870 men sailed 

from Brest, slipping through the British blockade under 
7 f\ 

cover of fog. They landed at Bay Bulls on 24 June and, 

after three days' march, reached St. John's. The paltry 

garrison of just over 60 men at Fort William offered no 

resistance, and St. John's and its population of approxi-
77 mately 1,000 were once more in French hands. From St. 

John's the French initiated raids on settlements in Concep

tion, Trinity, and Bonavista Bays, destroying the 1740s 
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batteries at Carbonear and Trinity. Livestock from these 

communities was shipped to St. John's to provide sustenance 

for the troops, who clearly intended to stay. At St. John's 

the invaders improved and added to the defences. A new 

four-gun battery was constructed on the southside at South 
79 Head, guarding the entrance to the narrows. On the north 

side three guns were placed near Chain Rock, the site first 

used in the 17th century. Like the British, the French 

put a boom across the narrows. On the ridge of Signal Hill, 

500 ft. above sea level, two breastworks were erected over-
80 

looking Cuckold Cove. One-half mile north of Signal Hill, 

on the south side of Quidi Vidi harbour, another breast

work was put up, but a battery here was still unfinished 

by the time the British arrived. 

As soon as they learned of the fall of St. John's, 

the British determined that the town must be recaptured. 

In August, as the first step toward this, Rear Admiral Lord 

Alexander Colville, Commander of the North American Squadron 
81 

of the Royal Navy, established a blockade of the harbour. 

On the twenty-sixth of that month Lieutenant-Colonel William 

Amherst arrived at Halifax from New York to embark troops 

for the attack. More were taken on at Louisbourg in early 

September, and on the eleventh Amherst linked up with Colville 

off St. John's, bringing with him transports carrying over 
82 

1,500 officers and men. Having learned their lesson well 

from the French, the commanding officers knew that it would 

be easier to take St. John's by land. Thus, on the morning 

of the thirteenth, the troops landed at Torbay, about nine 

miles north of the town. (See Figure 7) An advance party 

of French offered some resistance, but quickly retreated. 

Indeed, the French so well understood the strategic require

ments of the St. John's area that they anticipated their 

opponent's every move. After landing, the expeditionary 

force marched to Quidi Vidi, where they hoped to clear the 
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harbour of small fishing vessels sunk by the French. This 

would facilitate the landing of supplies and artillery for 

use in the assault on St. John's, since the terrain was 

too difficult to allow their being brought by land from 

Torbay. Still on the thirteenth, a party of troops crossed 

the stream between Quidi Vidi Lake and the harbour, causing 
8 3 

the French to retreat to the higher ground of Signal Hill. 

The British consolidated their position on the fourteenth, 

clearing Quidi Vidi harbour and landing artillery and supplies. 

Then, just at daybreak on the fifteenth, they attacked and 

defeated the French on Signal Hill, catching them by surprise. 

This action has become known as the Battle of Signal Hill. 

Once the French lost Signal Hill, the outcome of the struggle 

was no longer in doubt. Amherst's men moved down the hill 

toward St. John's on the sixteenth, and on the seventeenth 

began to bomb Fort William from two positions just below 

Gibbet Hill. These were only 500 yards away from the fort, 

and looked down into it. The French realized the hopeless

ness of the situation and surrendered on the eighteenth. 

The victory was tainted somewhat by the escape of the French 

fleet on the night of the fifteenth. Hidden by darkness 

and fog, it had not been detected by Colville. Still, a 
84 total of 770 prisoners were taken. The recapture of St. 

John's was the last battle of the Seven Years War to take 
place in North America. 

The Defences of St. John's, 1763-75 

What France failed to achieve by force in 1762, she gained 

from the generosity of the British peace negotiators. Pitt's 

resignation as prime minister had cleared the way for a 

ministry that was more sympathetic to France. As a result, 

by the Treaty of Paris (1763) France retained her fishing 

and drying rights in Newfoundland and was also ceded the 
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islands of St. Pierre and Miquelon. This outraged Pitt, 

who wrote: 

France is chiefly, if not solely, to be 

dreaded by us in the light of a maritime and 

commercial power: and therefore by restoring 

to her all the valuable West India islands, and 

by our concessions in the Newfoundland fishery, 

we have given her the means of recovering her 

prodigious losses and of becoming once more 

formidable to us at sea. 

While the terms of the Treaty of Paris forbade France to 

erect fortifications at St. Pierre and Miquelon, this mat

tered little in an age when expertise in fisheries was 

equated with sea power. Quebec and Cape Breton had been 

lost, but France had retained the means whereby she could 

reassert herself in North America. 

Given•the ease with which St. John's had twice fallen 

in 1762, it was natural that questions would be raised as 

to the propriety of maintaining fortifications there. In 

1766 the Duke of Richmond, Secretary of State for the south

ern colonies, instructed Captain Hugh Debbieg, Royal Engineer, 

to proceed to Newfoundland and "examine such Harbours as 

may be found most likely to answer the object of a place 

where British Vessels fishing on that coast may, in case 

of a sudden Attack, safely retreat to, and be protected 
O r 

from an Enemy's Ships of War." Debbieg's terms of refer

ence bear reproduction here because they illustrate official 

government policy toward the defence of Newfoundland. Pro

tection of the fishermen and their vessels was the main 

concern, since 

the protection of the Inhabitants settled on 

the Island is neither practicable nor desirable. 

The choice of a secure Port where the Ships can 

retire to seems to be the only Means of affording 
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them protection, and Batteries & Forts at the same 

Time that they defend the Entrance, may afford 

Security to the Stores. A Large Fortress which 

would require a numerous Garrison would afford 

no protection to the Shipping against a Force 

capable of laying Siege to it .... Nor is the Use 

that may be made of a large Garrison to destroy, 

in Case of War, the French Stages & Fishery on 

those parts where they are allowed by Treaty to 

carry it on, at all equivalent to the great 

Expence of erecting such a Fort, maintaining it 

and the Troops, especially as the same End might 

be answered by sending a Battalion from England 

or Ireland whenever such an Attack is thought 

proper. 

Richmond felt that any attack on Newfoundland would probably 

be "by a few Ships only, who may seize the Opportunity of 

His Majesty's Fleet being off the Station ...." Accordingly, 

all that was necessary at Newfoundland was a fort and a 

couple of small batteries "sufficient to prevent an Insult." 

To man these Richmond recommended a force of 200, certainly 

no more than 300. These instructions contain the essence 

of British military policy toward Newfoundland. It was 

not the island itself which was of value, but the fishery. 

Hence the emphasis on the protection of fishermen, fishing 

vessels, and fishing gear. Newfoundland's best defence 

was still thought to be the superiority of the Royal Navy, 

which would be sent to the rescue in case of serious trouble. 

In the meantime, a small garrison would suffice to ensure 

the survival of the fishery, that pillar of naval might. 

In spite of the apparent misgivings about St. John's, 

Debbieg reported favourably on the harbour, preferring it 

to all others that he surveyed. But before proceeding to 

his report, it is first necessary to describe the harbour 
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itself, so that the reader may better understand what follows, 

The harbour and narrows form a shape which most closely 

resembles a boot, since they are practically at a right 

angle to each other. The harbour proper, blessed with a 

good holding ground, is approximately l£ mi. long and i 

mi. wide at its widest point. In its centre the water is 

90 ft. deep. The narrows are nearly i mi. in length, and 

vary in width from 20 0 yd. between Chain and Pancake Rocks 

to over 400 yd. between the headlands. On both sides of 

the narrows steep cliffs rise up. The southside hills reach 

a height of around 600 ft., while on the opposite side Signal 

Hill attains 525 ft. at its highest. Until the 20th century, 

most of the town clung to the side of a hill on the north 

side of the harbour. Fort William, only 35 yd. above high 

water mark, lay well below Signal Hill; as has been seen, 

from a strategic point of view, this was a fatal weakness. 

Debbieg found St. John's the most logical choice for 
8 7 

the location of a garrison in Newfoundland. Compared 

to it, the other good harbours in Newfoundland possessed 

many shortcomings. First, the narrowness of the entrance 

to St. John's harbour made it ideal for a boom, but the 

entrances to the other harbours capable of accommodating 

large ships were too wide to admit of this. Second, though 

a large enough harbour, St. John's was still sufficiently 

small 

that one Battery placed upon a certain Spot 

of Ground therein, will maintain so entire a 

Command of the whole Harbour that a Fleet of an 

Enemy shall possess no part of the same for any 

purpose whatsoever; but with the utmost danger ... 

by suffering the fire of the said Battery; which 

from its high situation will receive not the least 

annoyance from the Enemys Shipping .... 

The other good harbours, by comparison, were so large that 
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"not one nor many Batteries will hinder the Ships of an 

Enemy from Anchoring in, and of course sharing the Port 

with us." Third, outside of Quidi Vidi harbour, the entrance 

of which Debbieg claimed could be filled in, the next good 

landing place near St. John's was several miles away (though 

this had never stopped anybody in the past). But, Debbieg 

noted, many of the other harbours were within only a couple 

of miles of good landing beaches. Fourth, the site Debbieg 

had chosen for a new fort in St. John's could not, he con

tended, be commanded from nearby hills. Not many other 

harbours could claim this advantage, and where they could 

the suitable land area was "so small, as not to admit [even] 

of a Blockhouse." 

On the question of what would offer the best protection 

to St. John's, Debbieg differed from the "favourite National 

Idea" that seapower alone was adequate. He declared that 

a large enemy force would experience little problem taking 

St. John's if there were no land defences; and, once St. 

John's fell, the fishery would no longer be viable, as had 

happened in 1762. A land force, he argued, constituted 

"the only security" for St. John's. In accordance with 

this, Debbieg proposed that a new fort be erected on the 

hill on the north side of the harbour, but this time well 

to the west of Fort William, so as to be out of the range 

of fire from Signal Hill. He also suggested that a tower 

or redoubt be constructed at the entrance to the narrows 

"to give the most early and immediate protection to vessels 

that may fly to the Harbour for shelter from an Enemy ...." 

Finally, as mentioned earlier, the entrance of Quidi Vidi 

harbour would have to be filled in to prevent a landing 

so close to St. John's. 

Debbieg's proposals formed the basis of military con

struction in St. John's for the next few years. There was 

much discussion of the Quidi Vidi harbour project, but it 
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never came to anything. By 1771 work was under way on the 

tower at South Head, the site first utilized by the French 
8 8 

in 1762. Named Amherst's Tower, most likely after 

Lieutenant-Colonel William Amherst, leader of the 1762 expe-
89 ditionary force, it was completed in 1777. Construction 

of the new main fort began in 1772 or 1773, and concluded 
90 in 1780. It was called Fort Townshend, after George Towns-

hend, Master General of the Board of Ordnance. As for the 

other works, as early as 1772 Fort William and Fort George 

were reported in deplorable condition, and incapable of 
91 

defence. The southside narrows battery of the 1740s had 

survived its occupation by the French in 1762, but by 1776 

mounted two guns instead of four, one a 24-pounder and the 
92 

other an 18-pounder. A new battery at Chain Rock, with 
an armament of two 18-pounders, was fully operational by 

93 1769. 

The Defences of St. John's during the American Revolution, 

1775-83 

The commencement of the American Revolutionary War (17 75-

83) did not immediately stimulate military activity in New

foundland. No trouble was experienced with privateers in 

1776, but armed vessels wintered at St. John's and Placentia 
94 as a precaution. The garrisons at both places were small, 

38 men of the Royal Artillery and 59 of the Royal Highland 

Emigrants (infantry) at St. John's, and only 11 artillery-
95 

men at Placentia. But in 1777 the Americans began priva
teering in earnest on the Grand Banks, and the convoy com
mander anxiously wrote home that "without a large Force 

96 is sent to me the Banks Fishery is at an end." The arrival 

of 150 Irish labourers at St. John's that summer speeded 
97 

the completion of Amherst's Tower and Fort Townshend. 
The southside narrows battery was upgraded to a nine-gun 
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work by the end of 1777. 

The war took on a new dimension with the entry of France 

on the side of the United States in 1778. The Americans 

had courted the French since early in the conflict, using 
99 the Newfoundland fishery as enticement. France had been 

upset with the incursions of Newfoundland fishermen on the 

treaty shore, to which the Newfoundlanders were claiming 

concurrent rights. France's early reluctance to declare 

war dissipated when she saw that the struggle was not going 

Britain's way. 

Fearing French treachery in Newfoundland, British offi

cials acted quickly to preserve the fishery. In September 

1778 a force pounced upon St. Pierre and Miquelon, rounded 

up the inhabitants, and shipped them back to France. 

The garrison at St. John's was increased to 428 men, and 
1 01 the one at Placentia to 33. During the winter of 1778-

79, small batteries with cannon were constructed in many 

of the outports, and firearms were distributed to the inhabi-
1 02 tants. By 1779 in St. John's Chain Rock Battery, Amherst's 

Tower, and the 1740s southside narrows battery, called for 

the first time Frederick's Battery (after Captain T.L. 

Frederick, commander of the Newfoundland station, 1777-

78), were all in "a perfect State of Defence," with Fort 
103 Townshend practically finished. Unlike in previous British 

defence schemes for St. John's, this time the works were 

not limited to the harbour and narrows. The French had 

shown the way in 1762 with their breastworks at Quidi Vidi 

harbour and Signal Hill, and advance infantry party at Torbay. 

Now the British moved to defend the landing places near 

St. John's, as well as the roads leading from them to the 

town. Two-gun batteries were erected in 1780 at each of 
1 04 Quidi Vidi harbour and Cuckold Cove. (See Figures 8 

and 9) By 1782 Quidi Vidi Battery (briefly known as Edwards's 

Battery, after Governor Richard Edwards) had been upgraded 

to a strength of four 6-pounders and four 18-pounder 
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105 carronades. A two-gun battery of one 12-pounder and 

one 6-pounder was placed at Torbay, while two 18-pounders 

at Cox's Marsh Battery watched the road from Torbay to St. 

John's. Two 6-pounders at Hay's Battery (after Lieutenant-

Colonel David Hay, garrison commanding officer) secured 

the approach to St. John's from Bay Bulls. The road from 

Petty Harbour was also guarded, though not by an artillery 
10 6 

force. A ship was permanently moored at River Head, 

at the western extremity of St. John's harbour, the tradi-
107 tional invasion route of the French. 

By the end of the war, Fort Townshend had at last as

sumed its role as the chief St. John's fortification. (See 

Figure 10) It mounted twenty-two 24-pounders, nine 6-pounders, 

four 10-in. mortars, and four cannon Royal (each 12 ft. 
10 8 

long and firing 60 - 70 lb. of shot). At Fort William 

the only active battery consisted of five 18-pounders which 

faced the narrows. The rest of the fort was maintained 

for its barracks. By this time, Amherst's Tower, with its 

arsenal of nine 24-pounders and four 18-pounders, was the 

second most powerful work in St. John's. Frederick's Battery 

held four 24-pounders and five 9-pounders. Across the nar

rows, Chain Rock Battery possessed one 24-pounder and one 

18-pounder. In addition to these, the familiar narrows 

boom and chain continued to form an integral part of the 
1 09 

defences. With a garrison of over 700 men, including 

33 9 volunteers of the Newfoundland Regiment of Foot, St. 
110 John's was well prepared for an attack. Fortunately, 

one never came, a tribute, perhaps, to the state of prepared

ness of the defences. 

The Defences of St. John's, 1783-93 

The victory of the American revolutionary army was reflected 

in the terms of the Treaty of Versailles of 3 September 

1783. One of those terms secured for the Americans the 
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right to fish in the offshore waters of British North America, 

including Newfoundland, and the liberty to fish in the inshore 
111 waters of the same territories. The French negotiators 

refused an American request to renounce completely the New-
112 

foundland fishery. Instead, France kept St. Pierre and 

Miquelon, but without the previous restrictions on settle

ment and fortifications. The French shore was shifted so 

that it now included the coastline between Cape St. John 

and Cape Ray. (See Figure 5) This shore was longer than 

that of 1713. In the years immediately following the Treaty 

of Versailles, France pursued an aggressive policy in the 

Newfoundland fishery. The reintroduction of bounties in 

1785 stimulated French fishing activity, demonstrating "the 

continued survival of the idea that the fisheries about 

Newfoundland ... were the chief nursery for the seamen re-
113 quired for the [French] navy." 

The conclusion of the war brought an abrupt end to 

the military buildup in Newfoundland. The local militia 

was disbanded and many regular troops were withdrawn, so 

that by 1784 the St. John's garrison consisted of 85 men 
114 

of the 37th Regiment and 49 of the Royal Artillery. A 

token force of five men and one officer of the Royal Artil

lery remained at Placentia. In 1784 the defences at Fort 

William were noted as already going to ruin, as were Quidi 
11 5 

Vidi, Torbay, Cox's Marsh, and Hay's Batteries. Chain 

Rock Battery was the next to go, and in 1789 was "Totally 
11 fi 

decayed." Still, all was not regression. By 1791, on 

the eve of the Napoleonic Wars, improvements had been made 

at some positions, notably at Quidi Vidi and Cuckold Cove 
117 

Batteries. The magazine, officers' quarters, and 

soldiers' barrack at Fort William were all in "a good State," 

and Amherst's Tower had just undergone a thorough repair. 

The gun platform at Frederick's Battery had decayed, but 

the rest of the work was sound. Fort Townshend was generally 
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strong, except for a couple of the gun platforms, the repair 

of which was included in the estimates for 1792. The total 

effective strength of the Newfoundland garrison at this 
118 

time was 17 9 all ranks. 

By the 17 90s the need for a permanent garrison at St. 

John's was plainly recognized. The various French attacks 

on St. John's, and French involvement in the American War 

of Independence, indicated to Britain that France had aspira

tions of some day regaining the Newfoundland fishery. The 

presence of the garrison at St. Pierre and French fishermen 

on the treaty shore were tangible reminders of this. The 

Americans posed a new threat to the Newfoundland fishery. 

And it was the fishery that all the fuss was about, since, 

if there is a common thread to this story, it is that the 

fishery was regarded by Frenchman, Englishman, and now 

American alike as the basis of sea power. To protect her 

fishermen and to ensure that the fishery could be continued 

in wartime, Britain established the garrison at St. John's 

in 1697. Of course, the Royal Navy's blockade in European 

waters was still regarded as Newfoundland's first line of 

defence, but it was not always fool-proof, as events in 

176 2 had shown. 

During the course of the 18th century,British military 

thinkers came to a better understanding of the strategic 

realities of the St. John's area, in large measure thanks 

to the French. Narrows batteries were important, but once 

they were established no enemy would have been rash enough 

to challenge them. The easier way was to attack by land 

from the north or south, against which the narrows defences 

were useless. The construction during the American Revolu

tionary War of batteries at Quidi Vidi, Cuckold Cove, Torbay, 

and along the roads from Torbay and Bay Bulls, was a response 

to this consideration. In St. John's itself, the main problem 

had been the vulnerability of Fort William to fire from 
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Signal Hill. This had resulted in the erection of Fort 

Townshend in the 1770s, out of the range of cannon placed 

on the hill. But during the Napoleonic Wars, the author

ities, instead of trying to get the garrison away from Signal 

Hill, would attempt to relocate it there. 
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The Military Utilization of Signal Hill, 1793-1817 

Introduction 

During the Napoleonic Wars (1793-1802, 1803-15), French acti

vity in Newfoundland waters was limited. Because of the 

effectiveness of the British naval blockade of France, 

especially after 1803, actual conflict in Newfoundland was 

limited to the first war. As in previous wars, St. John's 

became the focus of a flurry of military construction. But 

this time military planners devoted their efforts to strength

ening Signal Hill and the narrows rather than the harbour 

proper. With regard to the increased importance of Signal 

Hill, it was surprising that this had not come sooner. Per

haps it was a question of expense rather than a lack of per

ception, but it was evident that the hill lent itself to an 

easy defence, and had an excellent command of the town and 

harbour. The thinking behind the new narrows works, which 

were built on the side of Signal Hill, is a little more 

difficult to understand, as experience had shown that just 

a couple of well placed batteries offered an excellent 

defence of the narrows. A third aspect of the defence of 

St. John's, the need for at least temporary works at nearby 

landing places, was to be almost completely ignored in the 

period 1793-1815. This is perhaps best explained by the 

official conviction that enemy occupation of St. John's 

would only be temporary, if not impossible, because of the 

town's susceptibility to gunfire from a fortified Signal 

Hill, which accordingly assumed the construction priority 

over any outworks. Only when a new threat appeared in the 

form of the Americans (War of 1812, 1812-14), with the Sig

nal Hill works still unfinished, were steps taken to protect 



31 

any of the favoured landing areas. 

The initial British action in Newfoundland during the 

Napoleonic Wars was offensive. In May 1793 a naval force 

from Halifax captured St. Pierre and Miquelon and removed the 
2 

inhabitants. As for defensive measures, it appears from 

Tocque that in 1794 the Board of Ordnance, which oversaw 

military spending both at home and in the colonies, approved 

plans for the upgrading of existing works at St. John's, as 
3 

well as the commencement of new ones on Signal Hill. 

Description and Early History of Signal Hill 

Before proceeding to a discussion of the Signal Hill works, 

it is first necessary to have some understanding of the ter

rain of Signal Hill and area. The hill forms a peninsula, 

bound on the north by Quidi Vidi harbour and Quidi Vidi Lake, 

on the south by the narrows and St. John's harbour, and on 
4 

the east by the Atlantic Ocean. (See Figure 11) It rises 

steeply from the narrows, levelling off in the vicinity of 

the present day Cabot Tower at a height of 500 ft. above sea 

level. Nearby, an uneven plateau, 1500 ft. long and 200 ft. 

wide, tends in a northeast direction, ranging in height from 

510 ft. to its highest point, Ladies' Lookout, which is 525 

ft. above sea level. The southeast ascent, from North Head, 

is interrupted at 160 ft. by a "hanging valley," Ross's Val

ley, formed when a prehistoric glacier melted before its work 

was completed. From Ross's Valley the hill resumes in a near 

vertical climb to the summit. From the summit to the west

ward the hill declines quickly only to level off in the area 

of George's Pond at 300 ft. The ground in this section of 

the hill, sometimes known as George's Valley, is also ir

regular, and reaches a maximum height of 390 ft. at Gibbet 

Hill (also called the Crow's Nest). From George's Valley it 

descends sharply toward St. John's. Geologically, Signal 
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Hill is composed of red sandstone and conglomerate. This 

stone is, in places, exceedingly hard. 

Signal Hill's strategic significance had long been 

recognized, and received its first practical demonstration 

during the recapture of St. John's in 1762. Yet except for 

the battery at Cuckold Cove, the Hill's primary function 

prior to the 1790s was a signalling post, from whence it 

derives its name. The first known system of signalling in 

St. John's dates from 1704. /Among the military instructions 

for that year was the following: 

When the Look-out from either of the Hills 

Discovers any Saile, they shall give notice 

by Firing a Small Cannon or Paterero, and 

hoisting the Colours, if Weather permitt, and 

Discharging as many Musketts as Saile shall 

be Discovered, which shall be Answered at the 

Fort [William] by Hoisting the Colours, and 

returning as many Small Shott. 

It is very likely that one of the two lookouts mentioned in 

this passage was stationed on Signal Hill, as it was the 

highest eminence on the north side of the narrows. The 

second lookout may have been positioned on the southside 

hills, which exceed Signal Hill in height. By 1711 Signal 

Hill was known as "the Lookout." A signal tower stood on 
7 

the hill at least by 1750. Communications were effected by 

flags hoisted on a yard-arm atop the tower. Each local mer

cantile firm had its own flag, which would be raised when

ever the firm's ship was sighted approaching the harbour. 

(See Figure 12) This allowed merchants to prepare docking 

facilities for their vessels. There was also a distress 

signal, while certain combinations of flags could warn of 

the approach of enemy ships, giving the number of sail and 

the direction from which they were coming. Because harbour 

pilots were alerted by these signals as well, they were 
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essential to port safety. 

Other than the signalling tower, the only other note

worthy feature on Signal Hill prior to its military develop

ment was the gibbet on Gibbet Hill. The practice of gibbet

ing, common in 17th and 18th century Britain, consisted of 

hanging the body of an executed criminal from a post placed 

at some point visible to all in the community. It was hoped 

that this would deter others from criminal acts. The Signal 
Q 

Hill gibbet seems to have been built in the 1750s. The 

only certain record of its use appears in Aaron Thomas's jour

nal of his visit to Newfoundland in 1794, though a convicted 

murderer named Cornelius Bryan was gibbeted in St. John's in 
9 

1791, in all probability on Gibbet Hill. 

Construction: 1791-96 

Military construction on the actual summit of Signal Hill 

dates from 1791 when a guard house was begun. Concentrated 

work did not get under way until 179 5. That year a block

house was erected near Ladies' Lookout. (See Figure 13) 

The lower story was 30 ft. square and built of stone. The 

walls were 14 ft. high and 4 ft. thick, and there was room 

inside for 150 barrels of gunpowder. As was common in block

house construction, the upper story rested diagonally on the 
12 bottom one, enabling greater all-round fire from the guns. 

The upper story was made of wood, and contained living space 

for officers and artillerymen. Six guns were mounted on this 
13 level in 1796. It is to be noted that the blockhouse 

eventually, if not immediately, assumed the functions of the 

former signal tower. Indeed, in 19th century St. John's 

the words "blockhouse" and "signalling" were synonomous. 

Other work carred out in 1795 included the construction 

of frames for a four-room barrack, likely an officer's bar

rack, given the military's tradition of seeing first to the 
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14 needs of its officers. Each room was to be 40 ft. by 17 

ft. 6 in. The frames were prepared in town and carried up 

the hill. Wallace's Battery (after Governor James Wallace) 

was erected atop Gibbet Hill. Four 24-pounders, two 12-

pounders, and one 9-pounder were placed on Signal Hill, 

though precise locations are not known. Access to the hill 

was so poor at this stage that guns had to be parbuckled up 

the cliff at Gibbet Hill. Below Signal Hill in the nar

rows, Chain Rock Battery had been revitalized. On the 

southside all was well at Frederick's Battery, but Amherst's 

Tower required new gun platforms. Elsewhere, Cuckold Cove 

and Quidi Vidi Batteries were both in repair. 

In 1796 Duke of York's Battery was built on the south 

point of the summit of Signal Hill. Its armament was eight 

24-pounders, two 10-in. mortars, arid "three or four" 18-

pounder carronades. Eighteen rods of masonry parapet were 

laid around the south face of the summit as well, and it was 

intended to enclose eventually the whole of the summit by 

extending this parapet. The officers' barrack, with a 

gallery in front, was on the verge of completion. Further 

down the hill, overlooking the narrows at a height of about 

36 0 ft., Queen's Battery was begun. Furnaces for heating 

shot were installed at Chain Rock Battery, Frederick's Bat

tery, and Fort William. An important advance was made in 

179 6 when a proper road was cut from the town to the hill, 

thus facilitating the passage of gun carriages and artillery, 

an obvious improvement of the previous year's technique. 

The French Threat of 179 6 

It was while Signal Hill was undergoing this transition to 

a strongly fortified post that the French made what was to 

be their final attempt on Newfoundland. In July 1796 a fleet 

under the command of Admiral (citizen) de Richery eluded the 
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Royal Navy's blockade at Cadiz and set sail for Newfoundland, 

bent upon capturing St. John's and disrupting the fishery. 

They were to have been joined at sea by a squadron from Brest, 
17 but the blockade there proved impenetrable. The French 

fleet was sighted off St. John's on 1 September. Governor 

Wallace immediately proclaimed a state of martial law for 
18 

the population of approximately 4,0 00. The town's male 

inhabitants were mustered at Fort Townshend to make ready 

for the defence. During the night of the first, stores and 

ammunition were transported to Signal Hill. The next morn

ing an impressive line of tents stretched from Duke of 

York's Battery to Cuckold Head. A chain had also been placed 
19 across the narrows. This display has been credited with 

having caused the French to turn away from St. John's on the 
20 third. However, the non-arrival of the Brest squadron 

would seem to have been the major reason behind the French 
21 withdrawal. Foiled in their bid on St. John's, the 

French moved south along the coast, destroying Petty Harbour 

and Bay Bulls. They next struck at St. Pierre, where a 

British fishery had sprung up since the French expulsion of 

1793. The only other significant damage caused by the 

French was that inflicted on fishing settlements in Labrador , 

which brought financial hardship to St. John's merchants 
22 

involved in that branch of the fishery. 

The Role of Signal Hill 

The French scare of 1796 furnished proof of the new impor

tance of Signal Hill. As originally envisioned, the hill's 

primary role was as a place of ultimate retreat where the 

garrison and populace would be secure until help arrived 
23 

from Britain. It was also seen as the key to the posses
sion of the harbour, for whoever controlled its batteries 
would command the southside works (Amherst's Tower and 
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Frederick's Battery), Fort William, and most of the harbour 

and town. The hill's peninsular shape lent itself to an easy 

defence, and the steepness of its cliffs only added to its 

defensibility. It had other advantages, one being an abun

dance of water. Indeed, in the 1840s George's Pond would 

become the water supply for St. John's. Signal Hill was 

covered with a growth of fir and spruce, which varied in 

24 

height from 4-15 ft. This was an impediment to the pro

gress of an enemy, though subsequent use of the resource in 

military construction denuded much of the hill and contribu

ted to the erosion of its soil cover. While Signal Hill's 

sandstone did not lend itself to easy cutting or fine work, 

it nonetheless constituted a passable building material, and 
a quarry was maintained throughout the 19th century at the 

25 base of Gibbet Hill. Signal Hill, then, owed its military 

prominence to a combination of geographical and natural 

factors. 

The new importance of Signal Hill and the narrows 

naturally affected the fates of Forts William and Townshend. 

Because Fort William commanded part of and was closer to the 

narrows, it experienced a mild renaissance; during the First 

Napoleonic War ten 24-pounders and two carronades of unspeci-
26 

fied size were placed along its south front. Fort Town
shend, on the other hand, was felt to be too far away to be 
of any use in the defence of the narrows, so the Board of 
Ordnance ordered that only the palisading and scarp of the 

27 fort were to be kept up. But local officers in St. John's 

recognized Fort Townshend's value in commanding the western 

landward approaches to the town, and chose to ignore the 
28 

letter of the Ordnance directive. By 1805 there were 
29 still 24 guns of varying size throughout the fort. Both 

Forts William and Townshend also remained useful for their 

barracks pending completion of the Signal Hill project. 

However, neither would ever again occupy the position of 



37 

dominant work in the St. John's defence system. 

Construction: 1797-1806 

By October 1798 a soldiers' barrack for 72 men was under 

construction on the summit of Signal Hill. It was completed 
30 the following spring. Other new buildings on the summit in 

1798 included a laboratory for mixing gunpowder, and a mason

ry powder magazine, finished except for a roof and porch (a 

restoration of this structure stands on the site today). (See 

Figure 14) North Point, or Nepean's Battery (possibly after 

Sir Evan Nepean, former Under-Secretary of State for War), 

now appeared, and was situated near Cuckold Cove, outside of 

the proposed line of enclosure for the summit. One wonders 

whether this might not have been the Cuckold Cove Battery of 

earlier times. If not, it at least took its place. The 

blockhouse was still in repair, as were the Signal Hill nar

rows batteries, Wallace's, Queen's, and, at the foot, Chain 

Rock. These had now been joined by Waldegrave Battery (after 

Governor William Waldegrave, later Lord Radstock), located in 

the rear of Chain Rock and below Wallace's at a height of 135 

ft. above sea level. Five 24-pounders were mounted here, but 

a magazine and guard house were wanting. Originally intended 

for only two or three guns, Waldegrave's armament had been 

increased when a proposed expansion of Chain Rock Battery 

had to be delayed because of construction difficulties. The 

use of the name "Carronade Hill" in 1797 suggests that there 
31 was now a carronade battery on Signal Hill. Carronade 

Hill was an eminence northeast of George's Pond which comman

ded the approach to Signal Hill from Quidi Vidi. 

In May 1799, the Board of Ordnance ordered the construc

tion of a second solders' barrack on Signal Hill. This was 
32 completed before the end of 1800." A scheduled officers' 

barrack had to be postponed owing to a lack of proper 
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construction material and a shortage of carpenters. There 

were very few skilled labourers available in St. John's, and 

the problem was not rectified until 18 07 when a detachment 
33 of the Royal Military Artificers came out from England. 

This corps was founded in 1772 out of soldiers who were 

skilled tradesmen. Presumably, local workmen supplied all 

the labour for the Signal Hill project until the arrival of 

the Artificers. It was the locals who erected the first 

stockade around the summit, and commenced the tedious task 

of scarping the northwest face of the summit, which, together 

with the natural escarpment along most of the remainder of 

the western face, was expected to make the summit inaccessible 
34 to an attacker. The job was tedious because, as fate 

should have it, the northwest face was one part of the hill 

where the rock was quite hard. By 1802 two more summit 

batteries, South and Middle Circular (which were in fact 
35 semi-circular), had been added. The year 1804 was one of 

regression, as one of the soldiers' barracks blew down in a 
36 

storm. It is not known whether this was the barrack of 

1798-99 or that of 1799-1800. The surviving barrack was 

150 ft. long by 24 ft. wide by 17 ft. high (two stories), 

with a cellar. (See Figures 15 and 16) It was wooden with 
37 a masonry foundation, and could accommodate 228 men. For 

reasons which are not known, the Commanding Royal Engineer 

failed to show up as scheduled in 1804. This effectively 

checked work on the overdue officers' barrack as well as 

other proposed buildings. The shortage of barrack space on 

the hill meant continued reliance on the facilities at Forts 

William and Townshend. Some relief was provided by the com-
3 8 

pletion of the new officers' barrack in 1806. (See Figures 

16 and 17) It was 120 ft. long, 27 ft. wide, and 18 ft. high, 

consisting of two stories, with loft and cellar, and, like 

the soldiers' barrack, was a wooden structure with a masonry 
39 foundation. It contained apartments for nine officers. 

After the officers moved into their new quarters, their old 
40 barrack was converted into a storehouse. 
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Signal Hill: Strengths and Weaknesses 

The following is a list of buildings on the summit of Signal 

Hill in July 1805:41 

1.) Blockhouse. 

2.) Powder magazine, for 300 barrels of powder. 

3.) Soldiers' barrack. 

4.) Officers' barrack, in progress. 

5.) Small ordnance storehouse. 

6.) Old building, "almost in ruins," used as a 

storehouse. 

7.) Two small wooden laboratories. 

8.) Artillery guard room. 

9.) Shifting room, for gunpowder. 

10.) Officers' guard room. 
42 

The summit batteries and their armament were: 

1.) North Point Battery: two 9-pounders and one 

8-in. howitzer. 

2.) Duke of York's Battery: four 24-pounders, two 

6-pounders, and one 10-in. brass mortar. 

3.) South Half Moon (or Circular) Battery: one 

9-pounder and two 6-pounders. 

4.) North Half Moon Battery: two 18-pounder 

carronades. 

5.) South Battery: one 12-pounder, one 6-pounder, 

and one 8-in. howitzer. 

6.) North Battery: four 24-pounders, two 18-

pounder carronades, one 10-in. and two 5%-in. 

brass mortars. 

The non-summit, or detached, batteries of Signal Hill and 

their armament were: 
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1.) Queen's Battery: six 24-pounders, one im

pounder, and two 8-in. brass howitzers. 

2.) Wallace's Battery: two 12-pounders. 

3.) Waldegrave Battery: five 24-pounders. 

4.) Chain Rock Battery: two 24-pounders. 

5.) Carronade Battery: three 18-pounders. 

The remaining St. John's defence works and their armament 
43 

were: 

1.) Fort Townshend: two 24-pounders, five 18-

pounders, twelve 6-pounders (iron), three 

6-pounders (brass), one 3-pounder, and one 

3-pounder field gun. 

2.) Fort William: two 18-pounders, three 6-

pounders, and two 18-pounder carronades. 

3.) Quidi Vidi Battery: two 6-pounders (iron) 

and two 6-pounders (brass.) 

4.) Quidi Vidi Pass Battery: one 6-pounder (this 

was a temporary work which guarded Quidi Vidi 

River where Amherst's men had crossed in 1762). 

5.) Amherst's Tower: nine 24-pounders. 

6.) Frederick's Battery: four 24-pounders and 

five 9-pounders. 

The following scheme emerges. As the post of ultimate 

retreat, the summit of Signal Hill was a focal point. A 

series of semi-circular batteries there faced toward St. 

John's, and were geared for attack from that direction. Duke 

of York's Battery guarded the south flank of the summit, and 

North Battery the north flank, with North Point Battery serv

ing as an advance work on the north flank. Protection in 

the rear was provided by the steep cliff which rose out of 

Ross's Valley. A roughly semi-circular advanced line fur

ther down Signal Hill consisted of Wallace's, Carronade, 

and Quidi Vidi Pass Batteries, while Quidi Vidi Battery may 

also be included in the group. Queen's, Waldegrave, Chain 
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Rock, Wallace's, and Frederick's Batteries defended the nar

rows, along with Amherst's Tower and Fort William. Finally, 

Fort Townshend was responsible for the landward approaches 

from the west. 

If this seems formidable, it was not. Some of the 

weaknesses were pointed out by Captain George Ross, Comman

ding Royal Engineer at St. John's, in a report on the town's 
44 defences in 1805. First of all, the narrows were so easily 

defended that, as Ross put it, "an enemy can scarcely be 

supposed rash enough to dare the attempt," and, indeed, no one 

had since the failures of Nesmond and Brouillan in 1696. What 

was more necessary, Ross advised, were batteries at the good 

landing places near St. John's, such as Torbay. As for the 

Signal Hill summit works, Ross decried the lack of storage 

space: 

So great is the want of proper accomodation 

[sic] of every description, that a small 

house, built for the purpose of shifting 

powder, has been appropriated to the recep

tion of provisions: And another building used 

for Ordnance Stores has been necessarily so 

crowded with provisions in addition to them, 

that the wall and floor have given way, and 

the provisions have been moved to a cellar 

under the barracks. 

This, he warned, was a serious weakness in a post of ulti

mate retreat. From the strategic point of view, Ross was 

concerned that the summit works would be exposed to fire 

should an enemy set up his guns on the southside hills, only 

1,300 yd. away and 80 ft. higher than the highest part of 

Signal Hill. To prevent this, Ross suggested that the south-

side hills be kept in their present "inaccessible" state by 

placing an injunction on settlement and wood-cutting there, 

and claiming the area for the Ordnance Department. For, as 
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long as there were trees there, the enemy "dare not estab

lish batteries upon the south-heights for fear of fire...." 

This recommendation was eventually followed, as the land in 
45 question shows up in later maps as Ordnance property. Ross 

regretted the official decision to make no further repairs 

to Fort Townshend, as he considered it a useful site, not 

only for defending the western approaches to St. John's, but 

also as a harbour defence: 

It has also been alledged, that Fort Townshend 

does not sufficiently protect the harbour: 

it certainly cannot prevent a fleet from 

coming into it, but if in an effective state, 

no enemies [sic] fleet could lye in the 

harbour; and when in, must wait a fair wind to 

carry it out. 

This was what Debbieg had said in 176 9, but Ordnance Depart

ment officials must have lost sight of the point over the 

years. Finally, altogether apart from these concerns, there 

was the more fundamental problem of the quality of the 

defence works. For example, at Quidi Vidi Pass Battery 

there was only an "old unserviceable 6-pounder... with scarce 

a trace of work left," while at Queen's Battery the para

pet had decayed and half the battery lay exposed. Elsewhere, 

platforms and parapets were decaying. The Commanding Offi

cer of the Royal Artillery at St. John's, Captain William 

Payne, complained that the damp sea air was responsible for 

rusting out the bores of the iron guns; even those that were 
46 

still serviceable were "very far from good." 

Construction: 1807- 08 

In spite of Ross's reservations about the decision to strength

en Signal Hill and the narrows while neglecting the landing 

places outside of St. John's, the Board of Ordnance was un

deterred, as evidenced by their response to his criticisms: 
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The harbour and town are so situated that no 

work can secure the town or shipping that may 

be in the harbour against an enemy in posses

sion of the neighbouring country, which can be 

done by detached works only, of which Signal 

Hill must ever be considered the principal. 

By occupying that hill the batteries erected 

for the defence of the Narrows ... will be 

protected, and an enemy prevented from anchor

ing in the harbour, were they to force the 

passage, which we conceive could not be done 

if Amherst tower was rebuilt, & the batteries 
47 put in a good state of defence. 

The Board, then, seemed willing to concede the landing areas 

to the enemy in the belief that it would be impossible for 

him to bring ships into St. Joh n's harbour or occupy the 

town as long as the narrows works and Signal Hill remained 

in British hands. Thus, Ross's instructions for 1807 were 

to continue scarping the summit of Signal Hill so that even

tually the escarpment would be at least 34 ft. high all the 

way around, except in the rear where there was a natural 
48 drop of 250 ft. into Ross's Valley. At the same time, he 

was to start at once upon a complete rebuilding of Amherst's 

Tower, and to strengthen gradually those batteries of Signal 

Hill which had fallen into disrepair, (see Figure 18) The 
49 cost of this project was estimated at £22,000. 

The scarping proceeded at a snail's pace in 18 07, the 
50 

rock still proving to be inordinately hard. Partial re
pairs were effected to the detached batteries of Signal Hill, 
and preparations made for the reconstruction of Amherst's 
Tower. The major development of the year was the official 
designation of the Signal Hill peninsula as Ordnance prop-

51 erty, "being necessary for the Defence of St. John's ...." 

In the summer of 1808, a new detachment of the Royal 
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Military Artificers arrived in St. John's to assist in the 
52 Signal Hill and Amherst's Tower projects. This brought to 

53 

70 the number of labourers permanently employed at the works. 

Many of the married artificers, acting on the advice of Com

manding Engineer Ross, erected as living quarters small huts 

in the valley between Signal Hill and the sea - hence the 
54 name Ross's Valley. A path was cleared from the summit into 

the valley. Not much else was done that year, however. The 

miners excavated flats on the eastern, or seaward, side of the 

summit where several new buildings were scheduled to be built. 

Ross complained that the Commanding Officer of the St. John's 

garrison was impeding progress by providing work parties of 

only 90 men when at least 200 were needed. But the garrison 

numbered only about 50 0, so the despatch of 20 0 men would 

have meant 40% of its entire strength engaged in construction 
55 activxtxes. In spxte of the slow rate of progress, Sxgnal 

Hill remained, in Ross's words, "a naturally strong post," 

with its stockading along the west front and north and south 

flanks, and its six batteries, five of which were of masonry 

construction. Just the same, the stockade, which had been 

put up earlier in the decade, was only meant to be temporary, 

and was beginning to show traces of decay. 

Decline of the Summit Defences, 1809-11 

In 18 09 Ross was replaced as Commanding Royal Engineer by 

Captain Elias W. Durnford, whose orders were to carry on the 

work begun by his predecessor. But although Durnford saw to 

it that the scarping was kept up, he did not, for reasons which 

will be explained later, permit any repairs to be made to the 

batteries of Signal Hill. A foundation was excavated for 

a proposed artificers' barrack "on a site of ground fronting 

the Narrows very convenient and contiguous to the Hill...." 

Two new wells were sunk, though exactly where is not known. 
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Amherst's Tower was completed except for some work in the rear, 

and mounted an impressive armament of five 36-pounders and 
57 

four 18-pounders. The 3 6-pounders were the largest guns in 

St. John's. In town, a substantial building was erected at 

Fort Townshend, housing a laboratory, gunshed, and storage 

space for the Royal Artillery. This certainly constituted 

more than repairs to the palisading and scarp as earlier de

creed by the Board of Ordnance. 

Durnford encountered the usual difficulties in his initial 

season at St. John's. The lack of skilled masons and civil 

workmen in Newfoundland meant that practically everything 

had to be done by the Royal Military Artificers. Durnford 

felt it imperative, therefore, that the detachment be brought 

up to a strength of 100 if the rate of progress was to be 
58 

speeded up. The procurement of proper working materials 

was another obstacle. Apparently, even the stone from the 

Gibbet Hill quarry required much time-consuming effort to be 

worked into shape, at least too much time for Durnford's 

liking. He was, in fact, obsessed with time, so much so that 

he asked for a clock to be placed on Signal Hill "to regulate 
59 

the Working Hours." The Board of Ordnance, however, did not 

comply with his request. In an attempt to find new sources 

of stone, Durnford organized expeditions to Cape Breton and to 

fi 0 

Bell Island in Conception Bay. But his main source of annoy

ance was the lack of a comprehensive plan for the development 

of Signal Hill, beyond the scarping of the summit and the up

grading of existing batteries. As a result, he submitted a 

6 "i 

proposal of his own sometime toward the end of 1809. ~ Un

fortunately, no record of this proposal has been found. Mean

while, in the absence of a master plan, Durnford considered it 

imprudent to make any alterations to the existing batteries 

of Signal Hill. 

The new year started optimistically enough. In May a 

party of 32 masons and stonecutters arrived from Ireland, 
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bringing the permanent work force up to the desired level of 
6 2 

100 men. Next, a contract was signed for a supply of Cape 
ft s 

Breton stone. Then things began to turn sour. The arrival 

of the Irish labourers only served to accentuate the lack of 

accommodations on Signal Hill, and to meet the crisis the 

artificers' shops had to be converted into temporary bar-
64 racks. As time went by there was no sign of the stone 

from Cape Breton, because the contractors there "were not 

exerting themselves in a satisfactory manner...." The 

Board of Ordnance was silent on Durnford's 1809 development 

scheme. Consequently, the Signal Hill batteries suffered 

another year of neglect. The scarping was kept up, at a 

pace determined by the stubbornness of the rock and the 

harshness of the Newfoundland climate, which did not allow 

much work to be done over the winter months. It was dan

gerous work, too, and sappers who lingered too long after 
ft 7 

blasting charges had been set paid for it with their lives. 

The detached batteries of Signal Hill profited from the ne

glect of the summit. Queen's Battery was partially repaired, 

and fenced in. At Waldegrave Battery the old wooden plat

forms were replaced by stone ones, and the earthen and sod 

parapet and scarp were renewed. Wallace's Battery required 

no work, having undergone a major overhaul only two years 

previous. A new magazine was built at Quidi Vidi Battery, 

and the whole work "reinstated and improved." In the 

narrows, Chain Rock and Frederick's Batteries received no 

attention pending Durnford's submission of a plan for their 

complete reconstruction. Both, after all, pre-dated the 

Signal Hill works, and had long been subjected to the severe 

Newfoundland climate which, it must be stressed, was a prime 

contributor to the rapid degeneration of all the St. John's 

defence works. 

The difficulties with the Cape Breton stone contractors 

were cleared up in 1811, and Durnford eagerly informed the 
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Board: 

About two hundred Tons of Free Stone of 

superior dimensions and Quality have been 

imported from Cape Breton, also about 

eighty Tons of Stone, from the same Island, 

procured out of the ruins of Louisbourgh 

Fortress; which Materials will afford great 

advantages towards employing the Stone 

Cutters and Masons during the inclement 

weather in the approaching Season. 

That September Durnford compiled a major report detailing 

the state of the works at St. John's. At the summit of 

Signal Hill the deterioration of the defences had continued. 

The only new structure on it was the principal store; even 

here the beams had collapsed due to dampness caused by a 

water tank in the cellar. The blockhouse was showing signs 

of age and, although its upper story was still occupied, the 

entire building was in a "Defective state." The powder maga

zine had had major repairs, including new facing for the side 

walls and the rebuilding of the quoins. In spite of this, 

Durnford still did not consider it bombproof. The gun 

carriage shed was "much decayed and hardly worthy of repair." 

The two small laboratories had survived, as had the 17 91 

guard house, now used as a cooking house. The artillery 

guard house was "so decayed, that a new Building will be 

Inserted in the anual [sic] Estimate." The following passage 

described the barrack situation on Signal Hill: 

Royal Military Artificers, Barrack for an 

acting Sergeant Major, an acting Quarter 

Master Sergeant, 4 Non Commissioned officers 

and 64 Privates, with a Cooking House 

Whitening Shed, Guard House and Black hole 

together with a small yard 77 feet by 38% 

for Private Parades. 
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Actually, there were three barracks, one for soldiers, one 

the 1806 officers' barrack, and finally the artificers' bar-
70 rack, which was in fact a converted carpenters' shed. More 

living quarters were found in Ross's Valley, where 12 "tem

porary" (since 1808) huts were still home to the married ar

tificers and their families. Elsewhere, the various detached 

batteries each had their own barrack accommodations, which 

were as follows: 

1.) Queen's Battery: a barrack for one officer, 

one non-commissioned officer, and 12 privates. 

2.) Wallace's Battery: a guard house for one 

officer, one non-commissioned officer, and 

10 privates. 

3.) Waldegrave Battery: a guard house, or tem

porary hut, for one non-commissioned officer 

and three privates. 

4.) Chain Rock Battery: a temporary guard house 

capable of holding in an emergency one non

commissioned officer and six privates. 

5.) Amherst Battery: a permanent building for one 

officer, two non-commissioned officers, and 

24 privates. 

6.) Frederick's Battery: a decaying barrack, to 

be replaced, for two non-commissioned offi

cers and 24 privates. 

An old stone building on the southside, northwest of Freder

ick's Battery, was used as a barrack by the civil workmen em

ployed on that side of the narrows. The cable and purchases 

for laying the boom across the narrows were also kept here. 

The workshop yard on Signal Hill, located on a flat between 

the summit and Queen's Battery, was fairly extensive. It 

consisted of: masons' shed; master mason's store and office; 

quarters for a non-commissioned officer of the Royal Mili

tary Artificers, and store for small articles; a store for 
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prepared doors, sashes, boards, and the like, with a cellar; 

a master smith's office and store, with guard room; a smith's 

shop with four double hearths; a carpenters' and wheelers' 

shop; a master carpenter's store and office; a store for brick 

scaffolding; and saw pits. 

Durnford now offered a new proposal for the development 

of Signal Hill, one which seems to have been a variation of 

his 1809 plan. Because there was not "one secure or tenable 

Post at this station at present," he advocated that a Mar-

tello tower be erected atop Signal Hill on the site of the 

blockhouse, at Ladies' Lookout. This would be complemented 

by a number of casemated barracks and stores. He predicted 

that such a project could be carried out over three or four 

summers, and hoped "to receive the earliest orders for Pro

ceeding with the Tower." 

Decline of the Summit Defences, 1812-14 

On the eve of the War of 1812, Durnford had heard no word on 
71 

his proposal. Some 30,000 sq. ft. of prepared stone lay 

ready on the southside, awaiting only Board approval to be 

transferred to Signal Hill. The defences were, in most 

cases, nowhere near wartime standards, at least in Durnford's 

opinion. The best he would say of them was that they were 

"tolerable." Chain Rock and Frederick's Batteries were 

totally ineffective, since they had both been dismantled in 

preparation for reconstruction. Amherst Battery alone seemed 

to be in fighting condition. Thus when war broke out between 

Great Britain and the United States on 19 June there was 

justifiable concern for the town's security. There were 

thoughts of a new French-American alliance (it never came), 

and panic set in when rumours reached St. John's that a power-
72 

ful French fleet was heading toward North America. In a 
joint letter to Durnford, Governor Sir John Duckworth and 
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the garrison Commanding Officer, Major General Francis Moore, 

urged that "the Sea defences, at least, should be immediately 
73 strengthened." To them this meant upgrading the sea faces 

of Forts Townshend and William, and fitting out Chain Rock and 

Frederick's Batteries for "temporary service." Also, 

they requested that the land fronts of Fort Townshend be re

stored and the entire fort readied for a possible land attack. 

They concluded vaguely that expenses incurred in carrying out 

these orders would be "defrayed by Bills upon the Treasury." 

Doubtless, Duckworth and Moore knew how slowly the bureau

cratic process worked at the Board of Ordnance, and perhaps they 

were merely trying to ensure that some preparations would 

be made before it was too late. In the event, Durnford took 

their advice, probably assuming that, under the circum

stances, such measures would prove acceptable to his super

iors at home. The Grand Sea Battery at Fort Townshend was 

quickly upgraded, receiving new platforms and an armament of 

four 36-pounders, four 24-pounders, and two 18-pounders. 

Like action was taken at Fort William, where the sea face was 

re-armed with four 36-pounders and one 9-pounder. Further 

work on Amherst Battery (probably the installation of a shot 

furnace) and the reconstruction of Chain Rock and Frederick's 

Batteries demanded the attention of the workmen for the re

mainder of the 1812 season. As a result, nothing was done 

on the summit of Signal Hill save the preparation of stone 

and the occasional scarping of the northwest face. Nonethe

less, Durnford finally received orders to prepare estimates 

for his revised plan, and he hoped that the following year 
75 he would get "some definite orders regarding these Works." 

In spite of Durnford's eternal optimism, 1813 passed 

without any further orders arriving from Britain. Unfor

tunately, no documentary evidence has yet been found to ex

plain the continued failure of the Board to decide one way 

or the other on the future development of Signal Hill. One 
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suspects that something more than the bureaucratic process 

stood in the way here. It is very likely that since the 

European war with Napolean was absorbing most of the Board's 

attention and energies, Newfoundland was low on the list of 

priorities. Even after the outbreak of the War of 1812, the 

defence of continental British North America, which was 

separated from the United States by only a border, was ob

viously more urgent than the security of insular Newfound

land. Thus, for another year, the summit works were ig-
76 

nored. Instead, Chain Rock Battery was all but completed, 

and awaited only the placement of a third and final 36-pound-
77 er. Frederick's Battery was finished, and Queen's, Walde-

grave, and Wallace's Batteries were all partially repaired, 

with the guard room at Queen's Battery scheduled to be re

placed in 1814. The narrows, at least, were well defended. 

North of Signal Hill, Quidi Vidi Battery required new plat

forms, but was otherwise "in order." In St. John's the old 

barrack at Fort William had been torn down and a new one was 

in progress. A significant occurrence that year was the 

addition of a couple of two-gun field batteries along the 

road between St. John's and Petty Harbour. This action is 

noteworthy because it reflects a grasp of a fundamental his

toric weakness in the defence of St. John's. The field 

batteries had been the idea of Major General Moore. Durnford 

was by now experiencing considerable difficulty trying to 

carry out his work for the Ordnance while at the same time 

attempting to please Moore and Duckworth's successor, Sir 
7 8 

Richard Keats, who had views of their own. It got so bad 

that late in 1813 Durnford requested permission to return to 

England and straighten out once and for ail the priorities 

of the defences of St. John's. The request was not granted. 

The confusion abated in 1814 when Durnford at last re

ceived instructions from the Board of Ordnance to proceed 
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79 with his plan to erect a tower on top of Signal Hill. The 

tower was to be big enough to accommodate a company of in

fantry, with officers, and was to contain a magazine and 

storerooms for the Royal Artillery and the Commissariat de

partment. Two heavy guns were to be mounted in the top. 

Although Durnford's wish had been granted, no immediate ac

tion could be taken that year. For one thing, the Irish 

masons and stonecutters had all been laid off, apparently in 

1813, for want of work on the summit, so that only the com

pany of Royal Sappers and Miners (formerly the Royal Military 

8 0 

Artificers) remained. Even this last group was now "extreme

ly weak in numbers," and, what was just as bad, "very defec

tive in the quality of the workmen most particularly requisite 

for prosecuting such works Viz. Carpenters and Masons." The 

high wartime wages prevailing in St. John's prevented Durnford 

from hiring local workmen. The upshot of this was that in 

1814 the summit remained "as last reported." Meanwhile, in 

town, the new range of barracks at Fort William was completed, 

a testimony to the fading hopes for Signal Hill. 

Failure of the Signal Hill Tower Project, 1814-17 

By late 1814, war with the United States having ceased, the 

Board of Ordnance began to demur at the prospect of the Sig

nal Hill tower. In December the Board inquired of the In

spector General of Fortifications 

whether you think it absolutely necessary at 

present to go on with the Works on Signal 

Hill, or whether, considering the Expence in

curred for the [narrows] Batteries . . . enough 

will not have been done to warrant the suspension 

of the Works on Signal Hill for the next 
81 year.... 
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Durnford's estimate for 1815 amounted to £11,550-11-4%, of 
8 2 

which £3,000 was marked for the Signal Hill project. But 

when the estimates were approved in February 1815, only 

£8,550-11-4% were provided for St. John's, with no mention 
8 3 of the extra £3,000 for Signal Hill. The money was being 

withheld pending further investigation by the Surveyor Gen-
84 eral. Undaunted, Durnford turned his attention to Signal 

Hill anyway, which was possible now that the narrows batter

ies had been upgraded. Thus in 1815 the Ladies' Lookout 
8 5 

blockhouse was levelled to make way for the tower. However, 

since the continuation of the signalling function was essen

tial to the town, a new blockhouse had first to be erected, 

and a site was found near Duke of York's Battery. Most of 

the prepared stone, likely the Louisbourg supply which had 

been kept on the southside, was transferred to the workshop 

yard below the summit. Also, work commenced on the erection 

of a new stockade around the summit, since the old one was 

totally dilapidated. 

In January 1816 the Board of Ordnance approved expendi-

tures of £7,012 for St. John's. Included in this amount 

was a sum of £4,000 for the Signal Hill tower, which had 

obtained the Board's official sanction. But in a move that 

foreshadowed things to come, the Board pared the Newfound-
8 7 

land allocation by £1,000 in March. Still, there was 

money, and the project had the Board's blessing. Alas for 

Durnford, he would not be around to see the anticipated im

plementation of his plan, for on 16 May 1816 he left St. 

John's to take up a new posting as Commanding Royal Engineer 
O O 

at Quebec. There he would enjoy success superintending 

the construction of the Citadel. His replacement at St. 

John's was Lieutenant Richard Vicars, who had been a member 
89 

of the engineer establishment there since 1814. In Vicars's 
first year the new stockade was completed around the summit, 

90 except for two gaps. The first was a space of 60 yd. in 



54 

front of the tower site, and the second a small opening be

hind the 1791 guard house, which stood outside the new line 

of stockade. It was proposed to remove the guard house be

hind the line in 1817. The escarpment at the northwest face, 

the object of so much work over the years, was 2 0 ft. high and 

some 180 ft. long. On the summit, the period of neglect had 

taken its toll. At Duke of York's Battery the gun platform 

had sunk and the breastwork fallen away. As a result, the 

battery was dismantled. This was likely not the only decay

ed battery on the summit, but Vicars did not comment on the 

others. The Signal Hill narrows batteries were all "in repair," 

as were Fort Amherst (as it was newly referred to) and 

Frederick's Battery. The definite plan for the Signal Hill 

tower arrived during the summer, and a foundation was pre

pared in expectation of actual construction the next spring. 

But Vicars, clearly a realist, noted in his report that the 

completion of the project "would appear doubtful, as success

ive orders, concerning the reduction of the Public Estimates, 

have already checked this service." The post-war economy 

binge, which was to be felt in all areas of British military 

expenditure, had begun. In Newfoundland its major casualty 

would be the Signal Hill tower. 

The crunch came in 1817 when the Board of Ordnance re

commended only £2,515 for Newfoundland, and ordered that no 
91 new works were to be carried out. Rather, repairs were 

to be made to existing buildings only. The tower was never 

started. In 1819 the Newfoundland grant was further slashed 
92 to £1,400. There would be no hope for Signal Hill until 

1827. 

Conclusion 

The period of the Napoleonic and 1812 wars witnessed the 

first concerted military utilization of Signal Hill. In a 
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sense, this represented a triumph of the inevitable. The 

hill had made Fort William's existence a precarious one, and 

even after Fort Townshend was built Signal Hill still comman

ded the narrows, the upper end of the harbour, and all of St. 

John's east of Fort Townshend. Its difficult terrain and 

peninsular shape made the hill an ideal location for an 

establishment to which the townspeople and garrison could 

retreat in the face of a superior enemy. Nor could an enemy 

expect to maintain possession of the town or take the narrows 

batteries in reverse as long as the garrison was ensconced on 

Signal Hill. The summit development was never fully realized, 

but while work there stalled interminably, other areas re

ceived attention, among them the Signal Hill narrows batter

ies. The reconstruction of Chain Rock and Frederick's 

Batteries, and Fort Amherst, as well as the creation of Queen's, 

Wallace's,and Waldegrave Batteries, rendered the narrows 

formidable. Add to this the upgrading of the harbour batter

ies of Forts William and Townshend, and it becomes apparent 

that St. John's was well prepared for a sea attack. Token 

precautions were taken in 1813 against land attack, nowhere 

near the impressive network of the American Revolutionary War. 

The Board of Ordnance deemed that these would be superfluous 

once Signal Hill was rendered impregnable. Although local 

officials thought otherwise, the Board could not be moved 

from this position. 



56 

The Military Utilization of Signal Hill, 1817-70 

Introduction 

The Napoleonic and 1812 Wars caused profound changes in New

foundland society. The English migratory fishery was cur

tailed, not only because of the activities of enemy priva

teers, but also as a result of the recruitment tactics of the 

i 

Royal Navy. The corollary of this was the assumption of con

trol of the Newfoundland fishery by the resident population. 

The wars were, as always in early Newfoundland history, a time 

of growth for the resident population, which swelled from 

16,800 on the eve of conflict to over 40,000 by 1815.2 

The majority of the newcomers were Irishmen attracted to New

foundland by high wartime wages in the fishery, especially 

in the boom period 1811-15. With such a sizeable settled popu

lation, the official restrictions against settlement became 

senseless. Thus in 1813 the British government acknowledged 

the right of Newfoundlanders to hold private property. This 

was followed in 1818 by the appointment of the first resident 

(year-round) governor, an act described by one authority as 
3 

"tardy recognition of Newfoundland as a settled colony." 

Newfoundland's constitutional evolution was capped in 1855 

when the colony finally achieved responsible government. 

Historian W.S. MacNutt has argued that the recognition 

of settlement in Newfoundland was accompanied by a realiza

tion that the "idea that Newfoundland was a great buttress 
4 

to British sea power was now an obvious absurdity." In the 

past, this relationship between the fishery and the Royal Navy 

had been used to justify the maintenance of the imperial 

garrison at St. John's. If, as MacNutt contends, it had 

become absurd to regard the Newfoundland fishery as a 
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foundation of British naval strength, it follows that it 

would have been equally absurd to retain the St. John's gar

rison. How, then, does one explain the continuance of that 

garrison until 1870? MacNutt has failed to see that, even 

though Newfoundland fishermen could no longer be recruited 

by the Royal Navy in Britain, there was nothing to prevent 

Newfoundland herself from some day making a naval contribu

tion to the defence of the empire. Indeed, she had already 

done so. In the Battle of Lake Erie, one of the major en

counters of the War of 1812, the Royal Newfoundland Regiment 

made up one-third of the total British naval force, and sus

tained 28% of the British casualties. This regiment had 

been raised in Newfoundland in the last years of the 18th 

century. This was proof that, although Newfoundland fisher

men were safe from the raids of Royal Navy press gangs, they 

could still be counted on to come to the aid of the mother 

country in time of need. Accordingly, the Newfoundland 

fishery was still worth protecting. There were other good 

reasons for keeping the garrison in St. John's. For one, 

the French had managed to hold on to the French Shore and 

St. Pierre and Miquelon, and they returned to Newfoundland 

with a vengeance after 1815. The French fishermen were sup

ported by government bounties, which climbed from a total 

value of 365,000 francs in 1817 to 4,400,000 francs by 1829.7 

Since Britain and France were still arch-enemies, it is 

logical to conclude that the garrison might have been re

tained as a check against St. Pierre, and to thwart possible 

French designs on the Newfoundland fishery. Then there was 

the problem of the United States, whose territorial ambitions 

had been demonstrated in the War of 1812. Britain held on 

to her garrisons on mainland British North America after 

1815 to ensure that her colonies there did not fall prey 

to the Americans, and there is no reason to suspect that 
o 

she would have felt any differently toward Newfoundland. 
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There is a final, more general reason for the retention of 

the St. John's garrison, one which applied to all imperial 

garrisons. A garrison was a visible reminder of the imperial 

connection, and the debt all colonies owed the mother country 
9 

for their existence. 

One should not go too far and make the mistake of attach

ing undue importance to the St. John's garrison. After the 

withdrawal of the 60th Regiment in 1825, Newfoundland never 
1 0 again had a regular regiment other than the Royal Artillery. 

The 60th was replaced by the Royal Veteran Companies, comprised 

of pensioned soldiers who had been released from the Royal 

Hospital for Invalid Soldiers at Chelsea. The company name 

was changed in 182 7 to the Royal Newfoundland Veteran Com

panies, and in 1843 to the Royal Newfoundland Companies. 

In 1862 the regiment was absorbed into the Royal Canadian 

Rifle Regiment, which itself had been created in 1841 out 

of the older soldiers of the 19 British regiments then serv

ing in Canada. During the period 1825-70, the garrison 

strength never exceeded 400 men. As a northwest Atlantic 

garrison, St. John's never attained the importance of Halifax. 

This point was well established by the 1820s. Although New 

York was the main British naval base in the area during the 

American Revolution, afterward Halifax became British North 

America's stronghold and operational base against the United 
11 

States, coming into its own during the War of 1812. Part 

of the reason for this was geographical, since Halifax flank

ed New England and was only 340 miles distant from the nearest 

major American seaport, Portland, Maine. Just as important, 

Halifax could sustain a sizeable garrison and support major 

offensive operations against the United States because of 
1 2 Nova Scotia's agricultural resource base. In Newfoundland, 

the resources were too meagre, and most supplies had to be 

imported, at high costs. Even the attack on St. Pierre in 

1793 had had to be launched from Halifax. Later in the 
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century, Nova Scotian coal would further enhance Halifax's 

value as the Royal Navy entered the steam age. 

Although the defences of St. John's languished after 

1815, they did not do so indefinitely. French naval activity 

in the West Indies between 1823 and 1825, coupled with ten

sions with the United States following its espousal of the 

Monroe Doctrine in 1823, prompted the British government 

to appoint a commission of engineers to review the defences 
1 4 of British North America. In September 1825 the Carmichael 

Smyth Commission submitted its report, in which it recommended 

a series of measures, including extensive new works at Halifax, 

road development in New Brunswick (to facilitate the trans

port of troops to Canada), completion of the Ottawa and 

Rideau canals, and major fortifications at Montreal, Kingston, 
1 5 and Niagara. This report was basically an expanded version 

of one written in 1819 by the Duke of Wellington, Master 

General of the Board of Ordnance. Wellington's contribution 

to defence policy was his emphasis on erecting and maintain

ing defences in peacetime, which represented a departure 

from the established practice of wartime construction followed 

by post-war neglect. The Carmichael Smyth Commission contained 

no reference to Newfoundland, the commissioners having been 

unable to visit there, perhaps due to time limitations. As 

a result, in March 1827 Wellington drew up orders for Lieu

tenant Colonel Gustavus Nicolls, Commanding Royal Engineer 

at Halifax, to proceed to St. John's to examine the defences 
1 h> 

and propose a system of defence for the town. 

The Nicolls Report 

Nicolls's report provides an excellent account of the condi-
1 7 tion of the St. John's defences in 1827. Chain Rock Battery, 

relatively fresh from the rebuilding of the recent wars, 

still mounted three 36-pounders (French) on traversing 
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platforms. The capstans at Chain Rock, to which the narrows 

chain had been connected, had decayed. Nicolls felt a chain 

was superfluous, anyway, given the strength of the narrows 

batteries. At Waldegrave Battery there were five 24-pounders, 

one looking toward St. John's and the harbour, and resting 

on a traversing platform, the other four en barbette. The 

traversing platform was completely decayed, and a new one 

had been ordered. The platform for the other four guns, 

which were mounted on iron carriages, was made of stone, 

and was in good condition. The battery still lacked a maga

zine and had only a small wooden building that doubled as 

a guard house and store room. The armament at Queen's Battery 

consisted of six 24-pounders, three 18-pounders (French), 

two 8-in. howitzers, and one 68-pounder carronade, all en 

barbette. The original wooden platforms there were "totally 

gone," but two stone ones remained. These, however, had 

been improperly laid, and required to be done again. In 

the rear of the battery stood a wooden building, which in 

1823 was being used as a barrack by two Royal Artillerymen 
1 8 

and their families. Near this was an expense magazine. 

The traversing platform at Wallace's Battery, for two 32-

pounder carronades, had also "totally decayed." A brick 

magazine there was "unroofed and in ruins." The only other 

structure was a small wooden building used for barrack and 

storage space. On the southside, Fort Amherst had lost one 

of its 36-pounders, but that still left four others along 

with four 18-pounders (French) on traversing platforms. The 

stone magazine was still intact, but suffered from dampness. 

The fort boasted a strong stone barrack. The guns at 

Frederick's Battery were one 36-pounder (French), on a tra

versing platform, and six 24-pounders, three en barbette 

and three in embrasures on wooden platforms, all in order. 

The magazine was so damp that it was no longer fit for the 

storage of powder. The battery's other buildings were a 
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kiln for heating shot, and a wooden guard house. 

In town, Fort William was in obvious physical decline, 

"the Mounds shewing where the Ramparts have been, and the 

Excavations of the Ditches ... the only remains of the De

fences of this Fort." The magazine there was damp, too, 

and had been converted to storage space. The north barrack, 

presumably the one erected in 1813-14, housed 48 men of the 

Royal Newfoundland Veteran Companies, and was in "pretty 

good order." The south barrack for 136 men was condemned, 

but was still occupied by the Veterans and civil artificers. 

Two more barracks were located at Fort Townshend. The first, 

capacity unknown, was the Royal Artillery barrack, and the 

other, for 196 men, contained the remainder of the Veterans 

and a few more civil artificers. The former was in "pretty 

good order," but the latter was vermin infested. The other 

notable structure at Fort Townshend was the powder magazine, 

which could hold 500 barrels. There is no record in Nicolls's 

report of armament at either Fort Townshend or Fort William. 

Quidi Vidi Battery mounted two 32-pounder carronades 

and two 6-pounders en barbette on a wooden platform that 

was in good order. There was also a small wooden guard house 

at this battery, occupied by a gunner of the Royal Artillery. 

The barracks in town had by now completely replaced 

those of Signal Hill. While Nicolls found both the officers' 

and soldiers' barracks on the hill to be "in pretty good 

condition," they were no longer being used as barracks. In

stead, convalescent veterans were being sent there to recover. 

This is the first recorded use of Signal Hill as a hospital 

site. In addition to these two buildings, there still re

mained the converted wooden barrack formerly occupied by 

the Royal Sappers and Miners. This was now "in a bad state, 

allowed to go to decay." The Signal Hill blockhouse, probably 

the one erected in 1816, was in "pretty good order," and 

accommodated two gunners of the Royal Artillery, who were 
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in charge of signalling. Other buildings on the summit were: 

1.) Powder magazine 

2.) Principal store 

3.) Gun carriage shed 

4.) Commissariat store (50 ft. x 25 ft. x 20 ft.) 

with stone lower story and wooden upper story. 

The workshop complex on the flat between the summit 

and Queen's Battery was unoccupied, but not too far gone. 

An armoury and armourer's shop had been constructed adjoining 

the workshop yard. The armoury held 2,6 99 stand of arms. 
1 9 

It would appear to have been built in 1814 or 1815. 

Nicolls's description of the summit defence works illus

trates just how far they had declined by 1827. The stockad

ing of 1816 was "entirely gone in some parts, and the remain

der decaying fast." The only armament left on the summit 

were eight mortars, one with an iron platform and the others 

with wooden ones which were "in a state of decay, and little 

more than the Nails of the Platform are to be seen." One 

wonders why so many of the gun platforms were constructed 

of wood in the first place, given the nature of the Newfound

land climate. 

Whatever the existing condition of Signal Hill, it 

figured prominently in Nicolls's defence scheme for St. John's. 

He proposed that Martello towers be erected at seven strategic 

points embracing the Signal Hill peninsula: 

1.) The south point of the summit of Signal Hill. 

2.) The north point of the summit of Signal Hill. 

3.) Carronade Hill. 

4.) Above Quidi Vidi Lake. 

5.) Wallace's Battery. 

6.) On the slope between Wallace's Battery and 

Fort William. 
20 7.) Waldegrave Battery. 

Inside this rough circle would gradually be concentrated 
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all the buildings of the garrison; this done, Forts Townshend 

and William would be phased out. Under this system the summit 

would remain the post of ultimate retreat, but to Nicolls 

the key was that the towers would double the time that the 

garrison could hold out against an enemy, and, by the same 

token, greatly increase its chances of being relieved by 

sea. Nicolls assigned first priority to the completion of 

the two summit towers. New barracks could wait since the 

towers were calculated to have room for nine officers and 

248 men when finished. Nicolls cautioned that any barracks 

built subsequently would have to be casemated for their pro

tection in the event an enemy established gun positions on 

the higher southside hills. In this regard, Nicolls sug

gested that a barrack might be built in George's Valley, 

where it would be more sheltered from fire from the southside. 

It is interesting to note that, in contrast to some of his 

predecessors, Nicolls favoured the stone of Signal Hill as 

a building material. He admitted that it was harder than 

the stone from the Fort Amherst quarry, but as it was avail

able on location, high cartage costs would be avoided. 

Forts Townshend and William were not the only works 

which Nicolls designated for abandonment. He planned a 

similar fate for Fort Amherst and Frederick's Battery. These 

were, he argued, certain to be taken in reverse by an enemy 

advancing overland from the south, "requiring little more 

than the Soldier and his Musquet and a few hand Granades 

[sic]." He recommended that in their stead another battery, 

or batteries, should be mounted on North Head, perhaps with 

a tower supporting the rear. The advantages here were that 

the batteries would look in reverse further up the narrows 

and into the harbour, and would command much of the coast 

southward toward Freshwater Bay, which was not seen by Fort 

Amherst. Moreover, North Head was practically inaccessible 

and completely covered from behind by Signal Hill. 
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Though Nicolls touched briefly on the subject of defend

ing the landing places along the coast near St. John's, he 

saw no need for batteries at any of them. He incorrectly 

assumed that it would be "impracticable to land Troops in 

those Bays or Harbours" because of the rocky coast, though 

he conceded that there were a few favourable sites. His 

main objection was that defences at those sites would scatter 

and therefore weaken the forces of the garrison. Nothing 

was to detract from the strength of Signal Hill. 

Nicolls's plan was never fully carried out, for the 

reason that it was simply too expensive. He estimated that 

the project would cost £102,500, and the two summit towers 

alone would have taken up £14,000 between them. Nicolls's 

report came at a time when colonial expenditures in general, 

and colonial military expenditures in particular, were becom

ing increasingly unpopular in Britain. Under the British 

mercantilist system of the 17th and 18th centuries, colonies 

were valued as sources of raw materials and as markets for 

finished British goods. Most of the economic benefits of 

this system accrued to the mother country, so in return she 

assumed certain responsibilities in the colonies, among them 
21 

defence. Attempts to tax the colonists of New England 

to defray military costs there led to the American Revolu

tion, and in its aftermath the British government was reluc-

22 

tant to repeat the tactic in its other colonies. ' The indus

trial revolution gave birth to a new industrial class in 

Britain, within which there were many who were critical of 

the imperial preferential system. The industrialists argued 

that mercantilism was constraining British industry by deny

ing it the cheapest sources of raw materials and the most 

profitable markets for its manufactured products. During 

the economic depression that followed the Napoleonic Wars, 
they insisted that relief could be found only by opening 

23 
up as many markets as possible to industry. At the same 



65 

time, they attacked the colonies, declaring that not only were 

they a drain on the British taxpayer, but they gave no commer

cial advantages in return. Imperial defence soon became 

one of the favourite targets of the free traders. Though 

the forces of free trade had not established their ascendancy 

in the political arena by the 1820s, their star was rising. 

It was in this climate that the proposals of the Carmichael 

Smyth Commission came before the House of Commons in 1828. 

There, Wellington's precarious Tory government managed to 

gain approval for expenditures of only slightly more than 

£300,000, well short of the £1,646,218 estimate of the com-
24 

mission. Only the Halifax and Kingston works had been 

sanctioned. There was no chance of a further £100,000 being 

voted for Newfoundland. 

The Treasury continued to allocate money for Newfound

land, but it went into other areas. An incredible amount 

(over £17,000 in the first two years alone) was poured into 

the pet project of Governor Sir Thomas Cochrane, the new 
25 Government House. Even though the final result was, in 

Prowse's words, "a huge pile of unredeemed ugliness," the 

Government House project absorbed all the energies of the 

Royal Engineer establishment between 1827 and 1831. Because 

of this, there was no new military construction in St. John's 

in the period immediately after Nicolls's report. 

Among the casualties during these years of neglect were 

the wooden barracks/storerooms at the various detached bat

teries of Signal Hill. In 1831 the barrack at Queen's Bat

tery had to be torn down, and the ones at Chain Rock and 

27 

Waldegrave Batteries probably should have been. The Com

manding Royal Engineer, Lieutenant-Colonel John Oldfield, 

proposed to erect a new stone and brick barrack at Queen's 

Battery so that "there will be one good and permanent build

ing in place of these temporary ones." That summer the Board 

approved the removal of the former Royal Sappers and Miners 
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2 8 
barrack and an adjoining forge. This was done by January 

the following year, except for the stacks of two chimnies, 
29 which were to be torn down upon the advent of better weather. 

The Revival of Signal Hill, 1831-34 

In 1831 the Board of Ordnance informed the respective offi

cers at Newfoundland of their approval of the recommendations 

contained in the Nicolls report, and ordered that all the 

works and buildings in St. John's be concentrated on Signal 
30 Hill as existing ones became unserviceable. The first 

step in the concentration process occurred with the transfer 

of a portion of the Royal Artillery and the Royal Newfound

land Veterans to the old officers' and soldiers' barracks 

on Signal Hill. The barracks were cleaned and whitewashed 

in the summer of 1832, and the move took place possibly that 
31 fall, but definitely by March 1833. This action had become 

necessary after the Board approved the evacuation of the 
32 dilapidated south barrack for 136 men at Fort William. 

The strength of the garrison, artillerymen included, in June 
33 1832 was 337 men. These could still have been accommodated 

at existing facilities in St. John's, viz. the north barrack 

for 48 men at Fort William, the Royal Artillery barrack at 

Fort Townshend, and the Royal Newfoundland Veterans' barrack 

for 196 men, also at Fort Townshend. The problem was that 

quarters also had to be found for the 91 wives and 220 chil-
34 dren of the Veterans. Permission to bring their wives 

and children was one of the conditions set by the Veterans 
35 in return for agreeing to serve in Newfoundland. " Their 

presence brought the total number of persons to be accommo

dated up to 648, well beyond the collective capacity of Forts 

William and Townshend. Unfortunately for those who had to 

move to Signal Hill, the barracks available there were not 

much of an improvement, and Oldfield wrote that "the manner 
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in which they are crowded with Families causes more wear 

and tear, than is usual with Barracks under ordinary cir-
„36 

cumstances.... 

In 1832 construction activity on Signal Hill picked 

up. Queen's Battery was completely renovated, starting with 

the erection of a new barrack for one non-commissioned offi-
37 

cer and 13 men. (See Figures 19 - 21) The old gun plat

forms were relaid and sheds were built for the use of the 

artillery. When work there finished in 1833, the armament 

had been upgraded to nine pieces of heavy ordnance mounted 
38 en barbette. Details about the guns at that date are not 

known, but in 1839 they consisted of eight 24-pounders and 
39 two 8-in. howitzers. Also in 1832, the old commissariat 

store was torn down, with a new one proposed to be constructed 
40 in 1833. The principal ordnance store was repaired, but 

the smaller ones were beyond fixing up. Oldfield recommended 
41 that they be rebuilt, only this time of masonry. 

The following passage, taken from a letter written by 

Oldfield to Governor Cochrane in 1833, conveys an excellent 

impression of the physical character of the Signal Hill bar

racks, and of living conditions in them: 

The Officers [sic] Barracks are situated in a most 

exposed situation, and the building is in itself 

much too high, for this country; the sides in place 

of being weather boarded, are weather shingled; 

and are consequently more liable to admit the 

severe drifts of this country, than the buildings 

covered with weather boards in the usual manner.... 

The privates [sic] barracks although more sheltered 

than the officers [sic], admit the weather fully 

as much; the back and ends are shingled, in place 

of being weather boarded; but the great defect is in 

the upper rooms, where to increase the height, the 

ceiling has been coved [;] the rooms are also very 
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low - with all the defects of this Barrack, I am 

however of opinion [that] with attention, and 

repairs, it may last for several years, should 

no unforeseen accident occur; the greater part 

of the people in this barrack are lodged in 

double births [sic] , an arrangement very objec

tionable, but which cannot be avoided, until new 

barracks are built - when I took charge of the 

Department [1830] the Barracks on the Hill were 

without ash pits, privies, yards or wash house; 

except an officers [sic] privy totally exposed, 

and at some distance from the quarters - I have 

given yards to the officers [_sic3 quarters, & 

removed their privy to a more convenient site, 

built privies wash house and ash pit for the men.... 

• • • • • 

1_ Were the comfort, and convenience of indi

viduals to be considered ... Fort William would 

decidedly be the most desirable spot for the 

concentration of our barracks, and military es

tablishments; but, after mature consideration; 

[sic] The Master General and Board have decided, 

that, every thing should be concentrated on 

Signal Hill; and however unpalatable this decision 

may be, to the persons whose duty will call them 

to reside on that spot; yet, except on the score 

of personal inconvenience, no solid objection 

can be raised against this decision; in a mili

tary point of view the advantages of Signal Hill 

have not been questioned .... Without entering 

into the question, as, to whether the Post may be, 

in other respects more, or less healthy; [sic] 

the removal of [the]]men, nearly a mile from a 

large Town full of low public houses must tend 
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to health and discipline. 

It did not take Oldfield long to realize the impossi

bility of implementing Nicolls's plan. The main drawbacks 

were the money involved and the shortage of skilled workmen 

in Newfoundland. Oldfield saw no chance of success unless 

a company of Royal Sappers and Miners were sent out from 

43 

Britain. Should such assistance be denied, he would pro

ceed with new barracks, though without the casemates sug

gested by Nicolls, as well as a new garrison hospital and 

an enceinte, or defensive wall, around the summit. Of course, 

Nicolls had emphasized that the two summit towers be built 

first, since they would contain ample space for living quarters. 

But given financial limitations, this was all Oldfield could 

realistically expect to do. Nicolls's plan was too ambitious, 

and Oldfield had no choice but to set more feasible goals, 

while adhering to the principle of concentration. It should 

also be noted that the south barrack at Fort William had 

disappeared since Nicolls's report, and the main concern 

now was human comfort, not military preparedness. 

Oldfield's 1833 request for a regular work party was 

not granted. Indeed, in 1834 Parliament informed the Board 

of Ordnance that it was 

unwilling, under the present circumstances of the 

Country, to authorize the construction of any new 

Works that are not immediately necessary . . . ; such 

of the different Services, enumerated in the Plans 

& Estimates transmitted by Lt. Oldfield ... can 

only therefore be brought forward by degrees as 

they become necessary, and as funds can be ob-
44 tained for the purpose. 

Not surprisingly, the Royal Engineer establishment at 

St. John's enjoyed a greater measure of success carrying 

out those recommendations of the Nicolls report which re

lated to the phasing out of defences. In 1834 Fort William 
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still had its battery of five 18-pounders for the defence 
45 of the narrows, but it was little more than a joke. Since 

the 1813 decision recognizing private property in Newfound

land, successive governors had sold or granted land in the 

vicinity of the fort to the inhabitants, and that land which 

had not been bought up was being used for gardens by the 

46 

officers of the garrison. Thus houses now partially ob

scured the view of the narrows from the fort, and poultry 

and sheep fed on the sod parapet. At Fort Townshend the de

fences were no longer kept up. The British government's 

1838 grant of an adjoining plot of land to Bishop Michael 

Fleming as a site for a new Roman Catholic cathedral was 

not only a bribe to remove the Bishop from the hurly-burly 

of Newfoundland politics; it was also an admission that Fort 

Townshend no longer figured in the defence of St. John's. 

Neither did Frederick's Battery. Its guns had been removed 
in 1834 and the facility lent to the colony as a temporary 

47 cholera hospital. Then in 1835, in keeping with Nicolls's 

advice, the Board ordered the complete abandonment of the 
48 post. In the wake of Nicolls's report, Fort Amherst was 

also allowed to deteriorate, repairs being permitted only 

for the upkeep of the fog gun and lighthouse maintained there 
49 

by the colony. On the other side of the narrows, Wallace's 

Battery had deteriorated steadily through the 1820s and lay 
50 in ruin except for its old wooden barrack for 11 men. Still, 

the strategic value of this site was appreciated, and it 

was hoped that some day money would be made available for 

the proposed tower there. Atop Signal Hill, the summit bat

teries had not been revived. 

Those works still in respectable shape by 1834 were 
51 Queen's,Waldegrave, Chain Rock, and Quidi Vidi Batteries. 

Queen's Battery was considered a powerful work after its 

1832-33 renovation. The three 24-pounders en barbette at 

Waldegrave Battery remained active, but the long-awaited 
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traversing platform for the fourth gun had not yet been laid. 

The battery now had an expense magazine, which had been lack

ing in 1827, and the old barrack for four men had also sur

vived. (See Figures 22 - 24) At Chain Rock Battery major 

repairs had been required as a result of a vicious storm 

in 1832. Although most of these had been looked after, the 

armament had not yet been remounted. The barrack here accom

modated seven men. (See Figures 25-27) North of Signal 

Hill, Quidi Vidi Battery required only minor repairs. The 

buildings at this post included an expense magazine, artil

lery shed, and barrack for seven men. 

Construction: 1834-40 

The only new works on the summit in 1834 were a cooperage 
52 and a shifting room. (See Figure 28) The powder magazine 

and principal ordnance store were "in good order," but the 

smaller wooden storage sheds had not been replaced by masonry 

ones as contemplated by Oldfield in 1833. (See Figure 29) 

The blockhouse was likewise "in good order," having been 

fully repaired after a damaging lightning strike in 1831. 

In spite of these few bright spots, the summit was still 

painfully inadequate for its intended purpose. Oldfield 

lamented, "At present there is no post to which the Garrrison 

could retire, or in which the arms, ammunition, stores and 

Provisions could be secured; in the event therefore of 

Foreign war ... not an hour should be lost; [sic] in placing 
53 

Signal Hill in a state of defence." This is precisely 

what it had taken in the past. 

Around the mid-1830s the pace of construction on Signal 

Hill quickened, though the focus was not on the defences 

per se. This activity may have been a reaction to worsening 

relations between Britain and the United States, particularly 

after the 1837 Canadian rebellions when the American government 
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did little to quell pro-rebel sentiment in some northern 

states. Though British troops were rushed out to British 

North America in 1838, bringing the total number of regulars 

there up to over 13,000, few, if any, appear to have been 
54 

posted to Newfoundland. In February 1835 the Board ap
proved plans for a new canteen on the summit of Signal Hill, 

55 and this was completed before the end of the year. (See 

Figure 30) So, too, was a two-story masonry commissariat 

store. (See Figure 31) In 1836 work commenced on a new 
57 range of masonry officers' barracks. It was planned, once 

this was finished, to convert the old wooden officers' bar

rack into a soldiers' barrack. Other buildings constructed 

in 1836 were a carriage shed, engine house, where fire-

fighting equipment was kept, and a stable, likely for the 

horses which pulled the fire wagon. (See Figure 32) 
58 

A new masonry soldiers' barrack got under way in 1837. 

The masonry officers' barrack was nearly finished that year, 

but certain adjustments had to be made to the original plan, 

namely the enlargement of the kitchen, larder, and wine cellar, 
59 

and a minor alteration to the staircase. Another cause 

for delay was the late arrival of stores for the 1837 season, 

which held up masonry work on both of the new barracks. 

The soldiers' barrack, which had a capacity of 192 men, was 

finally completed in 1840. It measured 107 ft. x 41 ft., 

and was two stories high. (See Figure 33) The officers' 

barrack remained unoccupied after an initial attempt because 

the rooms were damp and chimney smoke tended to back up into 

them in windy weather. The dampness problem was attributed 

to "the situation of the Building and thinness of the Walls 

combined with atmospheric causes ... this mountain height 

[being] inveloped [sic] in almost perpetual Fog, Moist and 

snow drifts." " The officers' barrack was 79 ft. x 32 ft., 

and was also two stories high. The soldiers' barrack was 

not as prone to dampness because a different system had been 

used in the construction of its walls, which was "to run a 
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4$ inch brick lining inside the masonry, leaving a vacuum 

of li inch between the two ...." A cook house, wash house, 

privy, and ash pit were added in 183 9 for the use of the 
6 4 occupants of the new soldiers1 barrack. (See Figures 34 -

35) 

Existing facilities continually needed improvement, 

the weather being, as usual, the main culprit. The wells 

may serve as an example here. There were four wells on Signal 

Hill in 1830: (1) at the north end of the soldiers' barrack; 

(2) at the officers' barrack; (3) at the ordnance yard; 

(4) at the armoury. During the winter months snow and 

ice often accumulated in the wells, not only making it diffi

cult to get drinking water, but also posing a serious threat 

in the event of fire, since valuable time would be lost hack

ing through the ice. This was remedied by the erection of 

sheds over the wells. (See Figure 36) 

The Barracks Problem 

The new officers' and soldiers' barracks continued to be 

the main problem area. The two barracks were in the same 

range, and were divided into four sections. The officers' 

barrack consisted of what was known as houses A and B, with 

houses C and D making up the soldiers' barrack. (See Figure 

37) House C was occupied by the Royal Newfoundland Veterans, 

and house D by the Royal Artillery. While the dampness was 

not as bad in houses C and D, they were equally notorious 

for being smoky. Numerous theories were advanced to explain 

this phenomenon. One held that it was caused by the chimney 

flues, which were not straight. (See Figure 38) Another 

maintained that, because the barrack was lower than nearby 

Ladies' Lookout ridge, in stormy weather a current of air 

blew over the ridge and then down into the chimnies. A de

gree of relief was achieved in 1841 when the Commanding Royal 
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Engineer, Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Richard Bonnycastle, 

heightened the chimnies. l At the same time the fireplaces 

were enlarged to create a better upward draft. Even with 

the smoke, however, the men preferred the masonry barrack 

to the old wooden one. The dampness in the officers' barrack 

was gradually, but only temporarily, brought under control. 

Bonnycastle found that "Time ... and the continued use of 

fires for so long as they must be employed here effects the 

desired change and the walls of which so many strong and 

contradictory reports were made as being insufficient and 
69 

ill constructed, are now rapidly drying." However, this 

pronouncement of a cure was premature. 

Such stop-gap measures could not disguise the fact that 

the summit of Signal Hill was not the most desirable place 

to live. (See Figure 39) In June 1841 Bonnycastle outlined 

some of the drawbacks: 

This ridge, so lofty and sharp, is swept by the 

heavy winter storms from the Westerly and Easterly 

points with a violence scarcely inferior at times 

to [a] hurricane and is therefore ill adapted for 

the site of common or weak buildings, whilst ex

perience has shewn that no wooden building however 

strong its construction, is altogether safe upon 

it, as the old Block House built of squared 

timber trembled so in storms that it was necessary 

to prop it up with shores in the direction of the 

prevalent winds, and in case of an accident occur

ring during a violent gale or snow storm, the 

Troops could not venture out of their Barracks for 

fear of being hurled over the rock. 

In consequence of this peculiar exposure, no 

slated roof however well formed and laid has ever 

stood uninjured one winter, and recently a third 

of the slated roof of a whole building, the 
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Commissariat Store, has been torn off leaving 

nothing but the gable standing. The slated roof 

of the new Soldiers [sic] Barrack has been also 

much injured .... 

A winters [sic] experience like that of 

1840-41,reckoned much milder than usual, has given 

me much cause to doubt whether any excepting case-

mated Barracks and Buildings could ever be erected 

on the summit of Signal Hill without entailing 

constant expenditure for repair, or which could be 

reckoned upon as tolerably secure .... 

Bonnycastle concluded from these observations that George's 

Valley was a preferable area for barracks. Not only would 

buildings there be more sheltered, but the valley was gen

erally free from the heavy fogs which often settled on the 

summit, contributing to the dampness experienced there. Once 

new barracks were constructed in the valley the old ones 

on the summit could be converted into stores. Bonnycastle 

argued that the summit should be developed strictly as a 

military position, and saw as the priorities there the con

struction of the two towers, the enceinte, a main guard house, 

a provost establishment, and a new North Point Battery. He 

stressed that the storehouses be inside the enceinte so that 

they would be "safe to the last," an obvious requirement 

if a large number of people were ever to be sustained there 

in an emergency. 

The Commanding Royal Engineer soon won an influential 

supporter in the person of Governor Sir John Harvey. Endur

ing his first Newfoundland winter, Harvey was appalled by 

living conditions on Signal Hill, which by the beginning 

of 1842 was home for about one-half of the entire St. John's 
71 garrison. It got so bad that he took it upon himself, 

as Major-General Commanding for Newfoundland, to withdraw 

the troops from the new masonry barracks. Writing to the 
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Colonial Secretary in January 1842, he explained that he 

had been forced to take this action 

in consequence of the extreme sufferings to which 

they were exposed from the impossibility of keep

ing Fires in the Rooms, owing to the Smoke not 

ascending the Chimnies, during a series of extreme

ly severe days, in which they were frequently 

obliged to remain either wholly without Fire or 

with their doors and windows open to give vent to 

the smoke .... During this Period /of ten days/ 

the Communication with "Signal Hill" has been 

several times entirely interrupted. On the 8th 

Instant six Men of the Royal Artillery ... were 

so severely frozen in an attempt to get from the 

town back to their Barracks on "Signal Hill" as 

to be obliged to be sent into Hospital & on the 

Night of the 10th twenty Men of that fine Company 

were reduced to such a state of suffering ... ow

ing to the state of their Barrack Rooms, as to be 

rendered unfit for duty, 15 of them being sent to 

Hospital - and this Morning the infant Child of a 

Soldier of the same Company was found dead in its 

Mother's arms from the combined effects of Cold 

and Suffocation from Smoke .... 

With regard to the Stone Barracks the scene 

of these miseries, it is due to Lieut Col Sir 

Richard Bonnycastle to state my conviction that 

every degree of exertion dependent upon the De

partment under his Control has been used to Cure 
72 

the evil - but in vain .... 

Harvey moved all the Royal Artillery and a detachment of 

the Royal Newfoundland Veterans back into the old Royal 

Artillery barrack at Fort William, which was quickly fixed 
7 3 up for the purpose. A detachment of the Veterans remained 
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on the hill in either the officers' or soldiers' old wooden 

barrack. The news from Harvey, coupled with Bonnycastle's 

recommendations, convinced the Board of Ordnance that it 

was senseless to keep people in the summit barracks, and 

in March 184 2 it approved the conversion of the stone barracks 

into stores and the construction of a new barrack near 
74 

George's Pond. (See Figures 40 - 41) 

Construction: 1840s 

The erection of the barrack at George's Pond first had to 

await completion of a new garrison hospital in the same vicin

ity, a project which had previously received Board approval. 
75 Work began on the hospital on 19 July 1842. Bonnycastle 

took care to guard against the difficulties which had plagued 

the other masonry buildings of Signal Hill. The site he 

had chosen was "the only sheltered place comparatively level" 

on the hill, and it was therefore expected to be free from 

the influence of strong winds. To prevent flooding in 

the area, he planned to lower the water level of George's 

Pond by two feet, which could be achieved by increasing the 

size of the natural drain on the western side of the pond. 

He had earlier successfully done this for Parson's Pond (Dead-

man's Pond), further down the hill, after it overflowed onto 

Signal Hill road during a heavy rainfall. There was also 

a marsh near the hospital site which Bonnycastle intended 

to fill in with leftover building material and, if necessary, 

stone from the Gibbet Hill quarry. The hospital was finished 

except for painting and plastering by the end of February 
"77 

1843. It was two stories high, 140 ft. long and 40 ft. 

wide. Bonnycastle proudly called it "the best stone building 

in the Colony." It was also the largest military edifice 

in Newfoundland. But perhaps the most striking thing about 

the hospital was its brief construction period, made possible 
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because work was continued during the winter months. 

Bonnycastle1s precautions were not enough to make the 

hospital trouble-free. As with the masonry barracks on the 

summit, smoke tended to back up into the rooms. Bonnycastle's 

successor, Major A.W. Robe, found the smoke serious enough 
78 

to render the hospital unfit for the reception of patients. 

However, he thought that it could be used as a barrack, and 

this is what it soon became. By 1846 the former hospital 
79 

was the new home of the Royal Newfoundland Companies. The 

conversion of the hospital into a barrack obviated the neces

sity of constructing a new barrack to replace those on the 

summit. (See Figure 42) 

Aside from the George's Pond hospital/barrack, there 

appears to have been very little construction on Signal Hill 

in the 1840s. One exception was a new stone guard house, 
80 

built in 1841. (See Figure 43) The old one, which had 

somehow managed to survive since 17 91, had become infested 

with vermin, which forced the guards to stay in tents outside 
81 

the house. The 1835 commissariat store had experienced 

dampness from the very beginning. During heavy rains, water 

ran into the basement, since the bedrock protruded directly 

into it on the side facing the fuel yard. (See Figures 44 -

45) On the sea side the building rested on a dry stone wall 

which, although designed to act as a drain for water that 
82 

collected in the basement, also allowed damp to enter. 

Because of this, the store had never been occupied by the 

Commissariat department, which remained at the old facility 

in St. John's. In 1841 the commissariat store was appro

priated by the storekeeper for the deposit of heavy or unser

viceable stores. Access to Signal Hill during the winter 

months was improved in 1844 with the erection of a post and 

rail fence, with guide trees placed at 20 yd. intervals to 
84 

mark the route. This step was necessitated by the decay 
8 3 

of guide posts set in the winter of 1837-38. There was 
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also a stone parapet on the left ascending side of Signal 

Hill road between the George's Pond hospital/barrack and 
86 

the summit. In a September 1846 storm, the wind tore the 

roof off houses A and B on the summit, severely damaging 
87 

the walls. The remainder of the structure was torn down 

the following spring, since it was probably deemed uneconomi

cal to repair it when it was now superfluous to the require-
88 

ments of the garrison. Other buildings on the hill con
tinued to be kept up with minor repairs. A window was cut 
in the south gable of the powder magazine in the summer of 
1848 to improve the ventilation and thereby reduce dampness 

89 in the floor and ceiling. The wooden armoury, which had 

not been used for gun storage since 1840, was fixed up in 

1846 to receive a shipment of flint lock muskets which were 

sent out in anticipation of the formation of a colonial 
90 militia. In all likelihood, the armoury owed its survival 

to its relatively sheltered position on the flat between 

the summit and Queen's Battery. By this time repairs to 

the blockhouse were being charged to the colony, since the 

signalling function had ceased to be of value to the military, 
91 

and the building had been given up as a military work. 
(See Figure 46) It was also in desperate shape, and was 

92 finally replaced in 1859 by the colonial government. In 

retrospect, the assumption of blockhouse costs by the colony 

in the 1840s may be seen as one of the earliest indicators 

of the declining commitment of the British military establish

ment in Newfoundland. The colonial presence on Signal Hill 

extended in other directions that decade. In February 1846 

the Board of Ordnance approved the use of George's Pond as 

the water supply for St. John's, and later in the year the 

Newfoundland Ice Company was allowed to use the pond as a 
- . 93 source of ice. 
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Free Trade and the Start of Garrison Reduction, 1846-60 

If all this seems to imply that the grandiose designs once 

entertained for Signal Hill had been abandoned, they had. 

The decision to forego the plan of concentration had come 
84 at least by 1847. It was the beginning of the end for 

the British garrison in Newfoundland. Indeed, the days of 

most of the imperial garrisons were numbered. They had be

come, in C.P. Stacey's words, "the Achilles heel which the 

imperial system offered to the shafts of radical critics 
95 in England." In 1832 the total cost of maintaining the 

imperial garrisons was £2,003,397, of which the mother 

country's contribution was £1,761,505. What was perhaps 

worse, by 1834-35 military spending accounted for approxi-
97 mately four-fifths of all colonial expenses. Critics of 

this state of affairs, and their numbers were growing, were 

greatly aided by the British move to free trade. By the 

1840s Britain's industrial revolution was in full stride, 

and the economic clout of the industrialists was matched 

by their new political power. So much so had the philosophy 

of laisser-faire economics gripped the popular imagination, 

that it was the Tory party, once the bastion of the mercan

tile interests, that applied the finishing touches to the 

old protectionist system. Sir Robert Peel's drastic reduc

tion of the imperial preference on colonial timber in 1841 

sent shock waves through British North America, but the real 

coup had yet to be administered. That came in 1846 when, 

prompted by the Irish potato famine, Peel removed the duties 

on foreign wheat and further reduced those on timber. With 

this, Britain assumed the mantle of leadership in the move

ment toward international free trade. The effects on the 

British empire were profound. Free trade placed the colonies 

on an equal commercial footing with countries outside the 

empire. The political equivalent of their commercial freedom 

was responsible government, achieved by Newfoundland in 1855. 
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If they were to enjoy commercial and political independence, 

it followed that the colonies should assume some of the burdens 

that came with it, but which had formerly been borne by Britain. 

One of these was the burden of defence. The issue was com

pounded by the increasingly tense situation in Europe, where 
98 Britons were aware of resurgent French military power. 

This focussed attention on the weak and scattered nature 

of the British army, and led to a public demand to make it 

larger, but also to get it home. 

The first manifestation in Newfoundland of the new direc

tion in imperial policy was the withdrawal of the Royal Ar-
99 tillery over the period 1852-54. The next stage was a 

gradual reduction in the strength of the Royal Newfoundland 

Companies, which slumped from 320 in 1854 to 220 in 1861, 

a full company having been disbanded. To fill the void 

after the artillery had gone, a gun detachment of five non

commissioned officers and 40 men was formed out of the Royal 
101 Newfoundland Companies. These were trained by a Royal 

Artillery gun instructor stationed in St. John's for that 

purpose. 

A lack of evidence makes it difficult to say for certain 

which batteries were still being kept up by this time, but 

a tentative answer will be offered here. Frederick's Battery 

had been officially abandoned in 1835. It was very briefly 

revived in 1842 when, after Harvey withdrew the Royal Artillery 

from Signal Hill, the senior officer placed the "daily Gun" 
1 02 there. But it was quickly returned to Signal Hill at 

the insistence of Commanding Engineer Bonnycastle. Any remain

ing prospects for the battery were dashed when fire consumed 
1 03 the barrack in 1848. The fog gun was still fired from 

Fort Amherst, but this would hardly qualify it as an active 

battery. In 1852 the fort was officially transferred to 

the colony for the more efficient maintenance of the lighthouse 

there, though on the condition that it revert to the Ordnance 
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1 04 if ever again required for defensive purposes. Atop Gibbet 

Hill, Wallace's Battery had lain in ruins since the 1830s. 

It seems reasonable to suggest, therefore, that the active 

batteries of the 1850s were Waldegrave, Queen's, Chain Rock, 

and probably Quidi Vidi. 

The reductions in the size of the St. John's garrison 

evoked a vigorous response from the Newfoundland government. 

In April 1856 the Legislative Council drew up a memorial 

to the Colonial Secretary, Henry Labouchere, in which they 

argued not only for the increase of the garrison, but also 

for the establishment of a naval station at St. John's: 

The Island of Newfoundland constituting in a 

Military point of view the Key of the St Lawrence 

must ever make it important to England, and the 

Geographical position of St Johns offers singular 

advantages for the concentration therein of a 

Military Force, in as much as it is a safe and 

Commodious Harbour ... its depth of Water is suf

ficient for the accommodation of Ships of the 

largest draft - it lies on the route between Great 

Britain and America - it is the nearest Port, on 

this side of the Atlantic, to Europe, is situated 

midway between the Old and New Worlds, and from 

it, in case of necessity, Troops could be moved 

East or West with equal facility. 

• • • • • 

... The protection of our Fisheries, and their en

couragement as a nursery for British Seamen are 

matters of National importance; they can be best 

secured by the presence and aid of Ships of War, 

and We trust that, with reference to those objects, 

the necessity of stationing several Men of War in 
10 6 

Newfoundland will not be disregarded. 

However reasonable these arguments might have appeared 

in Newfoundland, they carried little weight in Whitehall. 
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In July Labouchere wrote back that the memorial had been 

considered by the respective departments, and the decision 

reached 

that there exists no necessity at all events for 

the present, for adding to the Military Establish

ment of the Island, and that, as there is already a 

Naval Establishment at Halifax, it is unnecessary 

under present circumstances, to incur the expense 
107 of forming another so near to that Station. 

An interesting development at St. Pierre failed as well 

to sway the imperial authorities. Newfoundland Governor 

Sir Charles Darling anxiously informed Labouchere in April 

1856 that the French had erected two batteries at the en

trance to St. Pierre harbour, and he asked that this be taken 

into account in any decision regarding the size of the St. 
108 

John's garrison. Labouchere referred this information 

to the Law Officers of the Crown, who reported that the 

batteries were acceptable to Her Majesty's Government "pro

vided they are not of a character to create jealousy between 
1 09 the two Countries . . . . " Had the news of the works at 

St. Pierre come at another time, it would have been cause 

for alarm. As it happened, Britain and France had just em

erged from the Crimean War where they had been allied against 

Russia, and for one of those rare moments in the 19th century 

were not at odds with each other. In fact, the batteries 

at St. Pierre were only temporary works put up during the 

Crimean War when there was some fear in France that a Russian 

cruiser might escape into the Atlantic and attempt to inflict 

damage on French colonial possessions there. 

The British government continued their effort to pressure 

Newfoundland into shouldering some of the responsibility 

for its own defence. In 1859 they threatened to remove the 

existing armament from St. John's if the colony did not raise 
111 a militia. The Governor, Sir Alexander Bannerman, agreed 
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that something would have to be done, but doubted whether 
112 

it would be possible to "make fishermen soldiers." The 

House of Assembly did not think so, and in 1860 it defeated 

a militia bill on the grounds that a militia would be unwork

able because the majority of the population were engaged 
11 3 in the fishery. Fishermen lived in the innumerable tiny 

and isolated communities along the Newfoundland coast, and 

therefore would be difficult to summon in an emergency. Also, 

because the fishery was seasonal, men could ill afford to 

be away from it for any extended period, since they would 

be unable to make up their losses at another time. But St. 

John's, with a population of some 20,000, was no longer a 

town comprised only of fishermen. In 1860 a number of local 

merchants, no doubt influenced by the volunteer movement 

then sweeping Great Britain and British North America, organ

ized some 350 men into a volunteer rifle corps, which came 
11 4 to be known as the St. John's Volunteer Rifle Battalion. 

The force included in its ranks watchmakers, accountants, 
1 1 5 printers, shoemakers, masons, clerks, and tailors. There 

was not a fisherman among them. 

Signal Hill during the American Civil War, 1861-65 

It is unlikely that the formation of the rifle battalion 

would have halted the process of garrison reduction. However, 

imperial policy was reversed for awhile as a result of events 

connected with the American Civil War (1861-65). Britain 

maintained non-belligerent status during the conflict, but 

it was clear that her sympathies lay with the South, whose 

cotton was a valuable raw material for the British textile 

industry. The interception of the British mail packet Trent 

by a Union ship in November 1861, and the forceful removal 

from it of two Confederate envoys, sparked war fever in 
116 

Britain. In December 11,000 troops were despatched to 
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British North America to reinforce the depleted garrisons 

there. Most were headed for the Canada-United States border, 

but a few had been assigned to Newfoundland. On 21 January 

1862,120 men of the Royal Artillery arrived at St. John's 
11 7 

on board the troop-ship Magdalena. 

Once more the exigencies of war caused an upgrading 

of the defences of St. John's, and once more the Signal Hill 

narrows batteries performed their traditional role. During 
119 1862 many changes took place. The eld powder magazine 

on the summit of Signal Hill was enlarged to a capacity of 

975 barrels to accommodate powder for the larger new guns. 

Queen's Battery was fitted with two 68-pounders and six 32-

pounders. Waldegrave Battery received four 32-pounders, 

while Chain Rock Battery retained its armament of three 32-

pounders. (See Figure 47) The biggest surprise is that 

the Fort William narrows battery was apparently reactivated, 

as a list of guns to be shipped to Newfoundland, dated 

December 1861, designates three 32-pounders for that pur-
119 pose. In 1863 Fort Amherst was reacquired from the colony, 

in accordance with the 1852 agreement, and outfitted with 
1 20 five 68-pounders. It was once again the most powerful 

work in St. John's, though Queen's Battery had more guns. 

As in the Napoleonic and 1812 Wars, the narrows were the 

focal point of the St. John's defences. 

During 1862-63 the Royal Newfoundland Companies were 

absorbed into two companies of the Royal Canadian Rifle Regi-
121 

ment. The strength of the regiment in January 1863 was 

216 rank and file. It is not known how many of these were 

newcomers from Canada and how many former members of the 

Royal Newfoundland Companies. Before the end of the decade, 

and likely during the Civil War years, a third company was 
1 22 added. The new regiment continued to use the 1842-43 

barrack at George's Pond, except for the married men, who 

in 1864 moved into the 1837-40 masonry soldiers' barrack 
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1 23 
(houses C and D) on the summit. " The smoking chimnies 

there had not been corrected, and in the winter of 186 5-

66 the men and their families were forced to live for awhile 

in the old wooden barracks on the summit. This was only 

a temporary expedient, and they moved back into the masonry 

barrack after cooking stoves had been installed there, obvi-
1 24 

ating further use of the troublesome fireplaces. There
after the wooden officers1 barrack became the regimental 

1 25 
school. In the winter of 1866-67 it was converted into 

a temporary hospital after an outbreak of scarlet fever among 
^u u n ^ 1 2 6 
the children. 

The only new structure on Signal Hill in the 1860s was 
127 

a powder magazine built in 1867-68. (See Figure 48) The 

old magazine, for all its repairs in 1862, was still not 

considered bombproof,, and there was concern about its proxim

ity (about 25 yd.) to houses C and D, where men, women, and 

children resided. The new magazine was located at the foot 

of the northwest face of the summit, where all the scarping 

had been done earlier in the century. Here it had the ad

vantage of being at the end of the summit opposite to the 

barrack, and also of being sheltered from easterly winds. 

It was 40 ft. long, 19 ft. wide, and 13 ft. high on the inside, 

and was of masonry construction. A small shifting room was 

built adjoining the new magazine. With its magazines, barrack 

facilities, and narrows batteries, Signal Hill was the most 

important military post in St. John's during the 1860s. 

Withdrawal of the Imperial Garrison from St. John's 

The American Civil War interrupted but did not stop the with

drawal of the imperial garrisons from British North America. 

Indeed, the war only served to emphasize the necessity of 

completing the process. The enormous cost of sending the 

troops out during the Trent crisis moved the British House 
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of Commons to pass a resolution in 1862 which declared that 

the self-governing colonies should be responsible for their 
12 8 

own security and internal order. In 1868 the Gladstonian 

Liberals came to power pledged to government retrenchment 

and army reorganization, and in 186 9 they announced the total 

withdrawal of the imperial garrisons overseas. Predictably, 

this brought forth cries of protest from the colonies, and 

Newfoundland was no exception. The Newfoundland government 

had become dependent upon the garrison to maintain order 

at election time, as the local police force was weak and 

inefficient. St. John's merchants were upset over the pros

pect of losing valuable military contracts. In numerous 

addresses to London, the Newfoundland government contended 

that it would be impossible to replace the garrison with 

a colonial militia, and trotted out the usual reasons why 
1 29 

a militia could not be formed out of a fishing population. 

But the process of garrison withdrawal, which had taken so 

long to come about, was now irreversible. The garrison at 

St. John's was reduced in stages, beginning in 1869, with 

the last of the men leaving on board H.M.S. Tamar on 8 Novem-
1 30 

ber 1870. With their departure, the imperial era in the 

military history of Newfoundland came to an end. 
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PART I I 

THE MODERN ERA 
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The Defences of St. John's, 1870 - 1914 

Introduction 

When the British garrison withdrew from Newfoundland in 1870, 

all the fortifications and military property in St. John's were 

turned over to the Newfoundland government on the condition 

that "if at any future period troops are sent to Newfoundland 

at the request of the Colonial Government or in furtherance 

of Colonial interests, the Colony will be expected to provide 

them with barracks or lodgings to the satisfaction of Her 
1 

Majesty's Government." However, no British army regiments 

were ever again to be stationed in Newfoundland. Instead, 

the imperial military connection was kept up by the Royal 

Navy. Its presence in Newfoundland was manifested in three 

ways. First of all, a ship (or ships) of the North American 

and West Indian station was despatched each fishing season 

to the French Shore to maintain harmony between French fisher-
2 

men and Newfoundlanders who had settled there. This service 
3 

was kept up until 1913. The navy continued the role, for

merly played by the garrison, of maintaining internal order 

during elections and other times when civil disorder was 

anticipated, for example in the winter of 1894-95 after the 

collapse of two of Newfoundland's leading banks. Such visits 

were uncommon by the 20th century, although the cruiser H.M.S. 
Dragon spent a week at St. John's in April 1932 after the 

4 
depression riot of the fifth of that month. Finally, Royal 

Navy personnel were kept at St. John's after 1900 to train 

men of the Newfoundland branch of the Royal Naval Reserve. 

The first two modes of participation did not require a per

manent base in Newfoundland, and in the case of the third 

the contribution consisted of only a handful of supervisory 
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personnel. Thus there was no need for any supporting system 

of fortifications which, in any case, would have contradicted 

the whole process of garrison reduction and army reorganiza

tion described in the foregoing chapter. The naval station 

at Halifax, which had been retained after 1870 because of 

its military significance vis-a-vis the United States, was 

seen as a sufficient presence in the northwest Atlantic. 

There was even less need for providing Newfoundland with 

permanent defences after 1904 when, as part of the Entente 

Cordiale, France relinquished her territorial claim to the 
"""*" ft 

French Shore in return for land concessions in Africa. The 

turn of the century was also a period of improving relations 

between Great Britain and the United States, typified by 

British generosity during the settlement of the Alaska boun

dary dispute in 190 3.. In the face of increasing German in

dustrial and naval strength, Britain was forced to abdicate 

many of her traditional military responsibilities in order 

to concentrate on home defence, and in North America she 

deemed it better to be at peace with the Americans, who would 

inevitably fill the void. Thus in 1906 she finally abandoned 

the naval station at Halifax. In the event of war, only 

the blockade would stand between Europe and North America. 

Given such considerations, it is hardly surprising that in 

the period 1870 - 1914 Newfoundland was expected to use her 

own resources to keep up the fortifications relinquished 

by the British. This her government failed to do, citing 

financial limitations and claiming as before that it would 
7 

be impossible to create a militia out of a fishing population. 

Then, when Newfoundland finally was able to make a contribu

tion to imperial defence, it took the form of a naval reserve, 

which the government felt best suited the capabilities and 

national character of the people. 
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The Morgan Report 

The first detailed report on the defences of St. John's after 

1870 was one written in 1880 by Lieutenant H.H. Morgan, Royal 

Marine Light Infantry, for submission to the Colonial Defence 
Q 

Commission. This commission had been created in 1878 to 

examine the question of colonial defences after Britain, 

then embroiled in war talk with Russia, learned that the 

Russians were outfitting cruisers in the United States in 

order to conduct raids on British shipping on that side of 

9 

the Atlantic. Morgan noted that Queen's Battery had under

gone "considerable alterations" in 1862 so that it could 

receive its new armament that year. The parapet, originally 

intended for guns en barbette, was only 2\ ft. high, built 

of stone quarried on Signal Hill, and in "fair condition." 

Granite curbs and racers for six guns were in good shape. 

The battery's terreplein was 3 0 ft. wide. Still on the site 

were a barrack, or guardhouse, with room for 19 men, and 

a brick arched powder magazine, 11 ft. 10 in. long, 8 ft. 

wide, and 8 ft. high, with a capacity of 96 barrels of gun

powder. These structures were in "a somewhat dilapidated 

state, but could be repaired without any great expense." 

From a functional point of view, Morgan felt that because 

Queen's Battery was so high up Signal Hill, fire from it 

would be "very plunging, and would not afford a close defence; 

but it commands Fort Amherst on the South Head, and supports 

it, rendering it untenable in the hands of any enemy." He 

summarized: 

This battery would be of considerable use against 

an enemy's vessel attempting to force the passage 

of the Narrows; but the want of suitable protection 

for the gun detachments is a very great disadvant

age against the fire of modern artillery. If a 

thick parapet of earth were constructed, the guns 

would require to be moved considerably to the rear, 
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and the rock in front cut away sufficiently to 

admit of the same depression as at present. This, 

as previously stated, does not afford a close de

fence, and the fire from the guns would produce 

little or no effect upon a swift steamer moving in 

rapidly by night or during the prevalence of a thick 

fog. 

At Chain Rock Battery the parapet was 10-12 ft. thick 

and approximately 7 ft. high. Two of the 32-pounders there 

had rested on ground platforms, the third on a traversing 

platform. Morgan remarked that the direct fire from this 

battery covered the area that the guns from Queen's Battery 

did not, so that the two batteries complemented each other. 

However, he advised that at Chain Rock "the guns are too 

low, and the interior space so confined that the defenders 

would soon be driven out and the guns silenced." The battery 

contained a wooden expense magazine under the parapet which 

could possibly hold up to 64 barrels of powder. A final 

building was a small wooden guard house with room for four 

men. Battery and buildings were "all in a bad state of 

repair." So, too, were the platforms and buildings at Walde-

grave Battery. The buildings consisted of a small shell 

fitting room and wooden guard house for four men. Strangely, 

Morgan made no mention of the 1830s powder magazine here. 

The summit defences, which really had been active only 

during the Napoleonic Wars, had by this time completely dis

appeared, so there was nothing for Morgan to consider in 

this regard. However, some of the barracks and other buildings 

were still standing. Morgan found that at houses C and D 

(the masonry soldiers' barrack of 1837-40) "the flooring 

and woodwork is in a somewhat bad state in consequence of 

damp, but it could be repaired in a few weeks and the rooms 

rendered fit for occupation." He thought that the rooms 

made "fairly good barracks," and indeed they had done so 
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in the 186 0s. Morgan did not speak so glowingly of the old 

wooden barracks on the summit, north of houses C and D, 

although if nothing else he should have given them credit 

for having survived for so long in such an exposed position. 

Of their present condition, he wrote: 

The buildings are now completely in ruins and 

utterly useless; they would interfere with the 

fire seaward of any guns which might be mounted 

on the small hill in rear of them, and as there 

can be no advantage in allowing them to remain, 

[it] is strongly recommended that they should'be 

removed without delay. 

Elsewhere on the summit, the old principal powder maga

zine was "in good condition," no doubt as a result of the 

alterations it had received in 1862. There was a small wooden 

building near houses C and D, the identity of which remains 

unclear, which was being used as a store for bedding and 

other supplies for the quarantine establishment on Signal 

Hill. The latter was actually the George's Pond hospital/ 

barrack of 1842-43, which was "in very good condition and 

fit for immediate occupation by troops." On the subject 

of its use as a hospital after 1870, see "The Non-Military 

Utilization of the Buildings of Signal Hill after 1870." 

Besides the George's Pond hospital/barrack, the only 

other buildings off the summit were the armoury and the 186 7-

68 powder magazine. With regard to the armoury, Morgan re

corded: 

The whole appears to be in very good condition, 

and only requires cleaning. It is, however, 

questionable whether such a building is suitable 

for storing arms, as it is exposed to considerable 

damage from fire, owing to the fact that there are 

sergeants' quarters under the same roof, and also 

another wooden building within a few yards of it. 
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These buildings are now in occupation, and appear 

to be in good order. 

Unfortunately, Morgan did not specify who the occupants 

of these buildings were, though it is likely that they were 

the signalmen who worked at the blockhouse (which is not 

mentioned in Morgan's report, probably because it had long 

since ceased to have any military function). At the new 

powder magazine the walls were slightly cracked in places, 

but "it appears dry and in a good state for storing powder." 

The adjoining shifting room was "in good condition." 

The only southside work of the sixties, Fort Amherst, 

was of horseshoe form, with a small half-moon battery for 

two guns in the rear, that eternal vulnerable point of the 

fort. One difficulty which Morgan foresaw if this fort were 

to be re-armed was that the lighthouse would attract enemy 

fire and could easily be destroyed. The powder magazine 

was located in the basement of a two-storied stone building. 

This building was topped by a 2-ft. thick masonry arch, and 

the magazine itself by a i-in. arch. The magazine was still 

being used to store powder for the fog gun, and held 68 barrels 

at the time. A structure adjoining the magazine housed the 

lighthouse keeper and his family. 

The only remaining battery still in reasonable shape 

was Quidi Vidi Battery, which leads one to suspect that it 

might have been active during the sixties. Morgan deemed 

the stone parapet here too low to be defensible, a common 

fault in the St. John's batteries. He suspected that powder 

had been kept in a small shell-fitting room on the site. 

A small wooden building, about 20 yd. behind the parapet, 

and still occupied (by whom is not stated), had once accom

modated the "about" six men at the battery. Morgan feared 

that the battery could easily be taken from the rear by a 

force landing at Cuckold Cove. 

The two St. John's forts received the barest mention. 
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There were "few traces of the old works remaining" at Fort 

William, except for the narrows battery which had been main

tained during the Civil War years. Fort William was eventu

ally converted into a railway station and in the 20th century 

became the site of the Hotel Newfoundland, which opened in 

1926 as the Newfoundland Hotel. Fort Townshend became the 

headquarters of the Newfoundland Constabulary in 1870. 

Morgan did not see a very important role for St. John's 

in British military strategy, and felt that it would never 

be the object of a regular enemy expedition'. Rather, "the 

chief danger to be guarded against is ... a sudden raid of 

one or two hostile cruizers, who, taking advantage of the 

defenceless state of the town, will probably endeavour to 

levy contributions and seize or destroy the stores and ship

ping." This thinking reflected the age-old confidence in 

the effectiveness of blockade. A small, fast cruiser might 

escape it, but never an enemy battleship. In the event of 

a cruiser attack, Morgan doubted if the St. John's narrows 

batteries would be of any use. The problem, apart from their 

deteriorating condition, was "whether they are suited to 

the requirements of the present day." The rapid development 

of rifled ordnance since the late 1850s meant that St. John's 

could now be successfully fired upon from sea, where enemy 

vessels would not be exposed to the fire of the narrows bat

teries. The one exception was Fort Amherst, since it was 

located at the entrance to the narrows and could fire seaward. 

But even then its guns could not cover Freshwater Bay to 

the south. The fate of the batteries was not an uncommon 

one. At Halifax, for example, the Citadel, once the major 

link in the Halifax defence complex, was by this time no 

longer an important factor in the defence of the town. The 

advances in weaponry had so reduced its effectiveness that 

by the 1880s "the keys to the defence of the harbour were 
1 0 now the outer harbour defences." The Citadel was thereafter 
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relegated to the secondary role of inner harbour defence. 

To remedy the situation in St. John's, Morgan proposed 

that a new battery of six heavy guns be constructed at North 

Head, as these would cover all the approaches from the north, 

east, and south. This battery would be complemented by three 

more heavy guns on the summit of Signal Hill, facing seaward. 

The best inner harbour defence could be provided by a system 

of fixed torpedoes (i.e. mines), placed in the narrows. It 

was in this regard that Morgan saw a new role for Queen's 

Battery. This was to provide fire "to protect the torpedoes 

against destruction by small boats sent in by an enemy to 

clear a passage through a channel barred by torpedoes ...." 

As weaponry he suggested three or four 64-pounder muzzle 

loading rifled guns, which would also cover the flank of 

the proposed North Head battery. An electric light at Chain 

Rock, to illuminate the narrows at night, would also form 

part of the torpedo system. Morgan urged that a local force 

of naval reservists be raised to operate the torpedoes and 

coastal artillery, and to patrol the coast in wartime. He 

was also concerned about the landward approaches to St. John's, 

and advised that a land force of 400 regular infantry, with 

four field guns and six mountain guns strategically placed, 

be created to complement the naval reserve. 

Morgan's report showed that by 1880 many of the tradition

al assumptions about the defence of St. John's remained un

changed. The supremacy of the Royal Navy was still seen 

as a guarantee of Newfoundland's security. Only a minor 

enemy force, which somehow might elude the blockade, could 

be expected to menace Newfoundland. Morgan realized that, 

if this happened, coastal defences at St. John's would have 

to be complemented by appropriate measures on land. The 

one big change was the effect of rifled ordnance on the role 

of the narrows batteries. But, if anything, the new gunnery 

had only increased the military value of Signal Hill. 
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The 1887 Colonial Conference 

No steps were ever taken to implement the recommendations 

contained in Morgan's report. In the 1880s imperial defence 

was based on a system of "imperial fortresses," of which 

Halifax was one, supported by a network of coaling and refit-
11 ting stations, as well as harbours of refuge. St. John's 

was not chosen for any of these purposes, again because it 

was too close to Halifax. Nonetheless, Newfoundland poli

ticians tried to convince the home authorities that St. John's 

could play a role. 

In a memorandum to the 1887 London Colonial Conference, 

Prime Minister Robert Thorburn and the Newfoundland delega

tion argued that the completion of the new St. John's drydock 

in 1884 made St. John's more attractive as a base for the 

Royal Navy, since the drydock could accommodate the largest 
1 2 

warships of the day. Such a base would be well situated 

in view of the fact that Newfoundland flanked both of the 

approaches to the Gulf of St. Lawrence, and hence Canada. 

Indeed, they stressed that Newfoundland's security was "vital 

to the security of Canada." Newfoundland's proximity to 

Canada was important in another respect, the matter of im

perial communications: 

It must be borne in mind that all the telegraph 

cables under British control have their Western 

ocean terminus at Newfoundland .... These there

fore furnish the only safe and reliable means of 

communication with the British possessions in 

North America .... But how widely pervading is the 

bearing of these considerations when we take them 

in connection with the communication through Canada 

to the Australian possessions which will be an al

most certain development of the early future .... 

Here then the cable landings on the Newfoundland 

Coast come into view as of the first importance as 
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the controlling link by which alone England could 

be safe in her communication with the Dominion 

and Australia in time of war. 

The Newfoundland delegates concluded that these arguments 

merited a full report on the colony's defences by a qualified 

imperial officer, after which "Financial obligations of the 

colony can then be considered ...." 

Later in 1887, likely as a result of the discussions 

held at the Colonial Conference, the Colonial Defence Com

mittee (a permanent body which had evolved out of the earlier 

Colonial Defence Commission) prepared a new report on the 

defence of St. John's as part of the ongoing review of imper

ial overseas defences. This report has not been reproduced 

in the Colonial Office papers, but its recommendations can 

be deduced from other correspondence printed therein. The 

Committee proposed that Great Britain provide free of charge 

to the colony of Newfoundland four 7-in. rifled muzzle load

ing guns, two field guns, 500 rifles, and submarine mining 
1 3 

stores for the defence of St. John's. In return, Newfound

land was expected to raise a volunteer force of 60 artillery 

and 500 infantry, and a smaller force to maintain the artil

lery and other equipment. The Treasury sanctioned the issue 

of the armament as prescribed by the Committee, but the New

foundland government failed to fulfill its part of the bar-
14 gain. It would be useful to know more about this 1887 

report, especially the evidence on which it was based. How

ever, it is clear from even the available information that 

the committee envisioned a limited coastal defence force 

working in conjunction with a land defence unit, to consist 

in this case of local volunteers. These recommendations 

were similar to those contained in Morgan's earlier submis

sion to the Colonial Defence Commission. 
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The O'Brien Report 

The importance of co-ordinating land and sea defences was 

recognized in another report received by the Colonial Defence 
15 

Committee in 1889. This one was written by Lieutenant-Colonel 

E.W. O'Brien, Commanding Royal Engineer, North America, and 

brother of Newfoundland Governor Terence O'Brien. O'Brien 

found the major problem to be the proximity of the town to 

the sea, again because with modern armament it was unneces

sary for an attacker to take the narrows in order to fire 

upon the town. This demonstrated to O'Brien "the consequent 

absolute necessity of having guns of long range and consider

able power mounted to keep an enemy at a distance." Like 

Morgan before him, O'Brien saw a need for a secondary line 

of defence centred upon the narrows. Queen's Battery would 

certainly have a role here, but in its present condition 

it was useless. He proposed moving the entire battery back 

up the hill and filling in the old battery so that there 

would be a new earthen parapet 70 ft. long at the base. This 

would be ample protection for the guns. The refurbished 

battery would command a belt of mines strung close to the 

mouth of the narrows. Again, these conclusions bear a strik

ing resemblance to Morgan's. 

O'Brien pronounced Waldegrave Battery similarly obsolete, 

as the parapet there was only 4-8 ft. thick. An old powder 

magazine behind the rocks on the left-hand side of the battery 

was "very securely placed and apparently in good order." 

O'Brien proposed that Waldegrave Battery be equipped with 

two 64-pounders to cover the narrows in front of Chain Rock 

and an inner mine belt between Chain and Pancake Rocks. The 

guns could also be used to fire upon any enemy vessel that 

might get inside the harbour, and to fire on the southside 

hills should an enemy attempt to take possession of them. 

O'Brien, too, treated the important question of land 

defence. He suggested that infantry be deployed against 
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a landing party, supported by two machine guns. Mounted 

police could be employed as scouts and signallers to warn 

of enemy landings, and local tugs and steamers could be uti

lized as guard boats to patrol the coast at the more obvious 

landing places. Another guard vessel would operate at a 

distance of seven or eight miles in front of St. John's har

bour. The patrol boats would be linked by a signalling system; 

all would report to headquarters, on Signal Hill. Because 

of its commanding position, Signal Hill continued to be viewed 

as the guardian of St. John's. 

The Colonial Defence Committee seems to have reacted 

favourably to O'Brien's proposals. By the spring of 1890, 

Governor O'Brien was in touch with the Commanding Royal 

Egnineer at Halifax about a survey of St. John's for defensive 
1 fi 

purposes. It appears that the survey was to focus on the 
17 

Signal Hill batteries specified by O'Brien. However, the 
project had to be called off when the Newfoundland government 

1 8 
failed to come up with the money. 

The Newfoundland Royal Naval Reserve, 1900-14 

Newfoundland was never a rich country in the 19th century, 

but she reached her nadir in the 1890s. The collapse of 

the Union and Commercial Banks on "Black Monday," 10 December 

1894, was the culmination of several years of inefficient 

government and financial mismanagement. Given such an eco

nomic climate, it was impossible for the government to con

template even a minor contribution toward local defence. 

Towards the end of the century, however, the outlook began 

to brighten. In the first decade of the new century Newfound

land attained temporary economic stability. Prosperous fish

eries and new timber and mining industries gave rise to actual 

budgetary surpluses in the golden years (1900-08) of Sir 
19 Robert Bond's prime ministry. Newfoundlanders responded 
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avidly to the call for aid during the Boer War. The govern

ment forwarded $20,000, while the people themselves sent 

clothing for the troops and raised £3,000 for the widows 
20 and children of fallen British soldiers. This was also 

the period in which the Newfoundland branch of the Royal 

Naval Reserve was founded. 

The Newfoundland Royal Naval Reserve was born out of 

the confluence of economic prosperity in Newfoundland and 

renewed demands for colonial contributions to imperial de

fence. The arms race with Germany, that new menace to British 

naval and industrial supremacy, was placing considerable 

strain on the Treasury. Thus at the 1897 Colonial Confer

ence the Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, urged upon 

the colonies the acceptance of the principle of mutual sup

port in financing the defence of the empire, instead of 
21 

leaving it to the mother country and the Royal Navy. At 

the 1902 conference Chamberlain expressed this principle 

even more strongly. Newfoundland's response was an offer 

at the 1902 conference to contribute £3,000 annually toward 

a branch of the Royal Naval Reserve in the colony, to con-
22 

sist of not less than 600 men. Also, Newfoundland would 

provide the Admiralty with £1,800 for equipping a drill ship 

to be stationed in Newfoundland. 

Newfoundland's commitment at the 1902 Colonial Conference 

brought to fruition events of the preceding few years. The 

Admiralty had first sounded out the Newfoundland government 

in 1898 on the possibility of setting up a branch of the 
2 3 

reserve in the colony. In an effort to test the feasibil

ity of such a scheme, 50 Newfoundlanders left St. John's 

on 10 November 1900 aboard H.M.S. Charybdis for a six month's 
24 

training cruise in the West Indies. The following May, 

Commodore Giffard reported from Halifax that the experiment 

had been a success, and that "we all consider them [the New

foundland reservists] to be now a useful and efficient body 
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25 
of men who would be a formidable addition to our personnel." 

The movement was enhanced in 1902 when, as part of the bar

gain struck at the Colonial Conference, the old 2,770 ton 

third class cruiser H.M.S. Calypso was placed in St. John's 

i f> 

harbour as a stationary drill ship. After this the re

servists trained for 28 days on board the Calypso and then 

embarked for their winter cruise on one of the ships of the 

West Indian station. Each fully trained man received a re

tainer of £6 per annum, which bound him for service in the 
27 

Royal Navy when required. Enrolment steadily increased, 

and by 1 January 1905 the strength of the reserve was 523 
2 8 

men. It remained at or near this level until 1914. 

The 1902 Colonial Conference 

It was in connection with the Newfoundland Royal Naval Re

serve that new hope arose for the utilization of the decaying 

batteries of St. John's. As part of the Calypso agreement, 

the colonial government had to guarantee the Admiralty un-
29 

restricted use of the old batteries for training purposes. 

Governor Sir Cavendish Boyle reported after a meeting with 

the Admiralty commissioners in November 1902 "that such of 

the Guns required for target practice should be removed from 

the vessel [H.M.S. Calypso] and emplaced, and, if necessary, 

covered in, on one of the abandoned Batteries on the side 
30 of Signal Hill ...." But a Signal Hill battery was not 

to be chosen. Instead, the government decided to place the 

target gun at Fort Amherst, probably because it was closer 

to the sea than any of the Signal Hill batteries, and there

fore offered less chance of accident during target practice. 

Practice with "heavy gun" commenced at Fort Amherst in November 
31 190 5. The gun, or guns, at the fort apparently came from 

32 
the Calypso. The vessel's armament in late 1902 consisted 
of two 5-in. guns weighing two tons each, and two 3-pounder 
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33 guns of five cwt. each. One or more of these may have 

been transferred to Fort Amherst. 

At the 1902 London Colonial Conference, Sir Robert Bond 

had pressed for the revival of the St. John's narrows bat

teries. In a lengthy memo to Sir John Anderson, Secretary 

to the Conference, Bond outlined the strategic role Newfound-

34 

land could play in any future war. Newfoundland's impor

tance would stem from its proximity to European-North 

American trade routes, and to transatlantic cables linking 

Britain and North America. Bond noted that in 1900 the United 

Kingdom was dependent on the United States for two-thirds 

of its food supply. Should there ever be a war between the 

two countries, this supply would be cut off. Canada, with 

its rapidly developing wheat economy, would then almost cer

tainly become Britain's major grain supplier. Bond saw a 

role for British cruisers based at St. John's in the protec

tion of such trade. Moreover, he felt that a naval base 

at St. John's would guarantee Britain absolute supremacy 

in the North Atlantic: 

With a fortified base in Newfoundland a British 

squadron operating beyond the Grand Banks could do 

so with the same security as one having the British 

Isles to fall back upon. To-day, unless such a 

squadron was within easy reach of Halifax, it could 

do little or nothing through want of coal and the 

inability to keep in touch with the Admiralty. But 

St. John's would offer unique advantages in that it 

would form a connecting link between Barehaven [an 

advanced Royal Navy base on the west coast of Ireland], 

enabling the ships attached to the three stations 

to form a chain right across the Atlantic, and to 

co-operate with one another in any movements.... 

Especially would such arrangement benefit grain-

carriers because it would enable two fleets to 
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become aware of the strength and position of the 

enemy and to guard against the chance of surprise. 

There would always be St. John's to fall back 

upon if a hostile combination threatened in the 

western half of the Atlantic, while an advance 

could be made towards Barehaven, and the greater 

security of the more numerous war vessels scout

ing from the Irish coast.... 

Bond concluded this part of his argument by claiming that 

"the absence of any fortified port on the east coast of New

foundland makes it almost certain that the Empire could never 

adequately defend and keep open, during a period of war, 

the sea-road across the Atlantic, by which requisite supplies 

of grain would be carried to these [British] Isles." 

Bond next considered Newfoundland's role as a base for 

safeguarding the transatlantic cables, 14 of which passed 

over the fishing grounds off the south coast of Newfoundland. 

Of these cables, ten were British, two French, and two German. 

Bond was concerned that French tugs operating out of St. 

Pierre and Miquelon, which were "in the very centre of the 

cable strewn area," could destroy all the cables within 24 

hours. He advised that it "does not need a special cable-

ship to destroy these lines. Any sea-going tug, with sub

stantial grapnel and hawser can do it ...." This was owing 

to the relative shallowness of the water over the fishing 

banks. Bond warned that the loss of the cables would cut 

off the British in North American waters from Britain. Nor 

would there be any communication between Britain and Canada, 

or Australia, which was being linked up with the trans-Canada 

cable system by a new Pacific cable. The advantages of a 

fortified St. John's, then, would be three-fold: 

1. It would enable British cruisers to at 

once pounce upon St. Pierre and prevent mischief 

from that quarter. 
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2. The cruisers stationed there could patrol 

the cable area, and lessen the danger of breaks 

being effected. 

3. Stocks of reserve cable could be stored 

there, and prompt repairs made when needed, one or 

two capable men being attached to the warships. 

A third possible role which St. John's could fulfill 

in the event of war would be as a shelter for disabled 

British merchant vessels. Bond observed that most merchant 

vessels in trouble in the Atlantic made for either Newfound

land or the Azores, as the main ocean lane between Europe 

and North America passed between these two points. In con

clusion, Bond requested that St. John's and one other New

foundland port, possibly Port-aux-Basques on the west coast, 

flanking the southern entrance to the Gulf of St. Lawrence, 

be fortified at the expense of the imperial government. 

The Admiralty's reply to Bond's memo was a lesson to 
35 the colonial Prime Minister in British naval strategy. 

The commissioners declared: 

it is an accepted principle that in the event of 

war, the most effective method of protecting our 

seagoing trade would be by destroying the enemy's 

vessels which seek to disturb it; and such a 

principle implies a vigorous offensive on the part 

of our cruisers rather than an elaborate system of 

harbour fortifications for defensive purposes. 

Besides, Halifax was a far better site for a British naval 

base in the northwest Atlantic. The commissioners stated 

its advantages over St. John's: 

A Naval Base is not a port of refuge for our 

Fleets, but a port in which the coal and stores 

on which our Fleets depend can be conveniently 

and safely kept: and, regarded from the standpoint 

of this definition, the advantages of Halifax as 



107 

a base for the ships covering the trade of Canada 

in the event of war with the United States, are ... 

superior to those of St. John's. 

A Squadron resting on Halifax would be on the 

flanks of the line of communication of any United 

States Squadron (whether based on Portland, or on 

some other port in the New England States) which 

should attempt to operate against the seagoing 

trade bound to the St. Lawrence or Nova Scotia. 

At St. John's on the other hand the British Squad

ron, instead of being on the flanks of the American 

lines of communication would be altogether off it. 

Furthermore, the fortification of St. John's "would 

be of little value, seeing that the defences would offer 

protection only to the ships in port, and would not assist 

in any way to destroy hostile cruisers preying on the trade 

in those waters." On the possible function of St. John's 

as a centre from which to protect the transatlantic cable, 

the commissioners were 

of opinion that no serious danger need be anti

cipated from any attempts which might be made by 

French Tugs from St. Pierre to cut the cables 

running over the Great [sic] Bank. St. Pierre and 

its Tugs could be dealt with by vessels based on 

Halifax (distant only about 350 miles): and forti

fications at St. John's would not be, in them

selves, of the least assistance to the protection 

of the cables. 

This answer effectively snubbed Sir Robert Bond's hopes 

for a fortified St. John's harbour. Clearly, the Admiralty's 

traditional assumptions had not been altered. Their pique 

at Bond's suggestion that St. John's be utilized as a port 

of retreat or repair demonstrated their continued faith in 

the superiority of the Royal Navy and its ability to 
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immobilize the enemy in his own waters. But Bond's view 

of the potential role of St. John's was prophetic. The 

presence of Canadian armed forces in Newfoundland during 

the two world wars was an acknowledgement of the island's 

importance to the security of Canada. In World War II, St. 

John's played a major part in the Atlantic convoy system, 

by which arms and supplies were shipped to Britain, enabling 

her to hold out against the enemy. The rise of St. John's 

to strategic prominence at that time was facilitated by the 

Royal Navy's inability to contain the German navy in Euro

pean waters. In this sense, the value of St. John's during 

World War II was a vindication of the Admiralty's reluctance 

to establish a naval base in Newfoundland as long as the 

policy of blockade could be effectively enforced. 

Conclusion 

During the period 1870-1902, Britain saw no reason why she 

should build a naval base or erect fortifications at St. 

John's. There was even less chance of this happening after 

190 4 when the Admiralty began reducing its fleets in such 

traditionally strategic areas as the Mediterranean and the 

Far East, and concentrated instead on building up the fleet 

in home waters to counterbalance the growing German navy. 

In Canada this development was manifested in Britain's with

drawal from Halifax and Esquimault in 1906. Thereafter, 

ultimate responsibility for the security of North America 

rested with the United States, which was patently no longer 
36 

the enemy. In Newfoundland, the utilization of Fort Amherst 

in 190 5 and after by the Newfoundland Royal Naval Reserve 

for target practice was the closest St. John's came to a 

harbour defence system between 1870 and 1914. As in the past, 

it would take a war to revive the batteries of Signal Hill. 

(See Figures 49 - 53) 
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The Military Utilization of Signal Hill and the Defences of 

St. John's during the Two World Wars 

The First World War 

The First World War marked the beginning of the shift of 

responsibility for the defence of Newfoundland from Britain 

to Canada. This change was completed during the Second World 

War when Canada, and also the United States, assumed full 

control over the security of Newfoundland. As is well known, 

this preceded an equally significant transfer of political 

authority by which Newfoundland ceased to be a British colony 

and became a province of Canada. This was the logical result 

of Britain's declining economic and military clout in the 20th 

century. That British involvement in Newfoundland in World 

War I was greater reflects that the process of erosion had 

not then commenced in earnest. However, by World War II 

Britain was unable to protect herself and co-ordinate the 

empire's defences at the same time. Forced to concentrate 

on her own survival, she left vacuums which had to be filled 

by others. 

In World War I the imperial presence in Newfoundland was 

maintained by the Royal Naval Reserve, which assumed much of 

the burden of home defence. Although the rank and file of 

the organization were Newfoundlanders, the officers and train

ing staff received orders from and answered directly to the 

Admiralty. The bulk of the defence effort was focussed on 

coastal patrols, but limited measures were undertaken for the 

protection of St. John's harbour. For the first time since 

1870, one of the dormant Signal Hill batteries was revived 

for active service. 
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The outbreak of war in August 1914 caught Newfoundland 

totally unprepared. The first reaction of the authorities 

was to summon the naval reservists to St. John's. Only 7 0 

showed up at first, the remainder being away at the fisher-
2 

ies. The reservists were quickly despatched to guard the 

major wireless telegraph station at Cape Race, as well as 

the cable landing stations at Heart's Content, Trinity Bay, 

and Cuckold Cove, between Signal Hill and Quidi Vidi har-

3 

bour. Later in the month, the government appointed the New

foundland Patriotic Association to conduct the Newfoundland 

war effort. The Patriotic Association consisted of 50 lead

ing citizens under the direction of the Governor, Sir Walter 

Davidson. This organization was formed so that the government 

could avoid being labelled partisan in the administration of 

the war effort. Home defence theoretically remained the re

sponsibility of a special government Home Defence Committee, 
but in practice it was dealt with by the Patriotic Associa-

4 
tion. In August 1917, after the formation of a coalition 

government, the Patriotic Association was replaced by a regu

lar Department of Militia. The department then appointed a 

District Officer Commanding who assumed control of home 

defence. The Newfoundland Royal Naval Reserve did not answer 

to any of these local bodies, though its commander consulted 

with them. 

In the early stages of the war, the guarding of the New

foundland wireless and cable stations appears to have been 

the only precaution taken for home defence. Night and day 

patrols of the stations were performed by the naval reservists 

and, later, by returnees from the war. In 1915 the Admiralty 

built a new wireless station at Mount Pearl, then three miles 

outside St. John's, in order to effect direct communication 

with its naval units in the western Atlantic. This station 
7 

was also guarded by naval reservists. 

Local authorities gave no serious thought to the defence 
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of St. John's until the summer of 1915. On 7 August the 

Patriotic Association appointed a Home Defence Sub-Committee 

"to organize a Force for the protection of the Harbor and 

City of St. John's, said Force to be available with their con

sent for employment in any other part of the Colony or its 
g 

Dependencies [sic] ." In a report on this issue, the port 

naval intelligence officer, Captain G.H.F. Abraham, concluded 

that it would not be necessary to maintain a defensive force 

during the winter because the island would be protected well 

enough by ice, an argument which hearkened back to the 17th 

century. As well, Abraham believed that as long as members 

of the Newfoundland Regiment were training in St. John's, a 

defence could be mounted against any surprise attack. Yet 

he cautioned that if the war continued into 1916 there might 

not be any men of the regiment left in St. John's. Therefore, 

he advised that a citizen force be raised over the winter. 

Nothing, however, seems to have been done in this direction 

during 1916. It was not until March 1917 that Governor David

son announced the intention of the Patriotic Association to 

enrol a home defence force of 20 0 men from those who did not 

qualify for overseas service.H Eventually a volunteer force 

was raised, comprised of 200 men of 18 and 19 years of age, 

specially trained in musketry. In addition, a standing force 

of 50 men was maintained on a 24-hour basis for use in emer-
12 gencies. 

St. John's was the main base for naval operations in 

Newfoundland during World War I. In the summer of 1915 the 

Admiralty, acting through the Newfoundland Royal Naval 

Reserve, organized a coastal patrol known as the Newfound-
13 land-Labrador Patrol. But it became apparent to Admxralty 

officials that the security of Newfoundland would be better 

served if this force were combined with a similar patrol of 

the Royal Canadian Navy in Atlantic Canada. An arrangement 

was worked out whereby Canada became responsible for eastern 
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Canada and the Newfoundland coast from St. Pierre westward 

and north to the Strait of Belle Isle, while Newfoundland 

looked after the remainder of the coast as well as Labra-
14 dor. The officer in charge of the service was the senior 

officer of the Canadian flotilla, who was known as the Cap

tain of Patrols. The force was made up of a number of 

small craft, such as fishing vessels, yachts, and tugs, all 

armed with:light quick-firing guns and depth charges supplied 

by the Admiralty. In 1916 the Canadian fleet consisted of 12 

vessels, and the Newfoundland fleet, three. Because St. John's 

was the base for the Newfoundland ships, the Royal Canadian 

Navy established a mine-sweeping service there to safeguard 
17 

the approaches to the harbour. The Newfoundland naval re
servists were also active on the Grand Banks where they man
ned six armed fishing vessels, known as "Q" boats, to provide 
protection in the event of an enemy attack on the fishing 

18 
fleet. Four of Newfoundland's coastal steamers were out
fitted with guns, and "various other boats" were equipped 
with wireless sets to report any suspicious craft in Newfound
land waters. 

The Revival of Waldegrave Battery 

The only active defence work in St. John's during the war was 

Waldegrave Battery. It was re-activated in July 1916 and 

staffed by a contingent of the Newfoundland Legion of Frontiers

men, who answered to the Commanding Officer of the Newfoundland 
20 . . 

Royal Naval Reserve. The Frontiersmen movement had originated 

in Britain and spread to other parts of the empire. Qualifi

cations for membership were past service in war, sea experi-
21 ence, or simply "having knocked about in the wilds." The 

quasi-military organization came to Newfoundland in 1910 

when Dr. Arthur William Wakefield, an associate of Wilfred 

Grenfell's in the National Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen, 
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established a branch at Battle Harbour, Labrador. The St. 

John's branch was founded in 1912. That year the War Office 

turned down an application from the Newfoundland government 

for rifles for the Frontiersmen "in view of the private nature 

of the organization...and the absence of any sanction for its 
22 

constitution as an armed force." War, however, often ne
cessitates emergency measures, and the stationing of the Fron
tiersmen at Waldegrave Battery was such a case in Newfound
land. 

Having suffered almost half a century of neglect, the 

23 

battery was dilapidated and had to be improved. An exten

sion was built onto the old barrack and a stone wall 7-9 feet 

high, with two wooden gates, was put up to enclose the work. 

There were two powder magazines, one inside and one outside 

the walls, the latter probably being the 1830s magazine. 

The re-constructed battery also contained a main building 
with living quarters for the six or seven men on duty, in 

24 
addition to a mess hall and an office. Its armament was a 

single 12-pounder gun from the Calypso, which commanded the 

narrows and the harbour entrance. Each man carried a .303 

rifle. The battery functioned in connection with the govern

ment tug Fiona,which possessed a powerful search light and 

was stationed below in the narrows. These defences were 

augmented in October 1916 when a log boom was placed across 
25 the narrows. A steam launch stood just outside the boom, 

armed with a machine gun in its bow. There was likely some 

communication between the forces assigned to guard the narrows 

and watchmen stationed at Cape Spear and Signal Hill. 

The decision to make Waldegrave Battery (known as Fort 

Waldegrave during the war) the sole defensive work in St. 

John's is difficult to understand. In their late 19th cen

tury reports, Morgan and O'Brien had both recommended that 

long range guns be placed atop Signal Hill to fire upon 

enemy ships at sea, since the development of rifled ordnance 
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had reduced inner harbour defences to secondary importance. 

Morgan and O'Brien saw a need for a complementary line of 

defence in the narrows, but this in itself would have been 

insufficient. From this perspective, the revival of Walde-

grave Battery in 1916 was all right so far as it went, but 

it did not go far enough. 

One aspect of the defence of St. John's in the First 

World War which requires further investigation is the pro

tection of those bays north and south of the capital which 

historically had been instrumental in its capture. Perhaps 

the coastal patrols were thought sufficient to warn of land

ings at these places. There is, however, the comment of 

Captain Alexander Montgomerie of the Patriotic Association, 

that in any scheme of general defence for St. John's "there 

will have to be watching patrols at such places as Quidi Vidi, 

Signal Hill etc.... [A] special voluntary body of men should 
27 be raised, trained, and ear-marked for this purpose." It 

is known that watches were maintained on Signal Hill and at 

Cape Spear, and that a volunteer force of 200 was raised. 

But were any of these volunteers stationed at places like 

Torbay and Bay Bulls? 

The defences of St. John's during World War I were 

meagre even by 18th and 19th century standards. As it turned 

out, this did not matter. The Royal Navy effectively con

tained the German battleship fleet in the North Sea, and the 

only real threat came in 1917 when the Germans embarked on 

their campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare. It was the 

summer of 1918 before German submarines ventured into the 

northwestern Atlantic, but even then they did not engage in 
28 war-like activities. Once again, British naval power had 

served as Newfoundland's first line of defence. 

Of the measures taken in Newfoundland, there were sever

al historic parallels. Use was made of Signal Hill, with the 

re-activation of Waldegrave Battery and the stationing of a 
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look-out on the summit. With this, the hill entered its third 

century of military utilization. Canadian and British par

ticipation in the Newfoundland defence effort perpetuated the 

tradition of Newfoundland's reliance on other countries for 

her security. In the past, it had always been Great Britain 

which performed this role, but a new trend was established 

during the First World War with Canadian involvement, mani

fested in Royal Canadian Navy patrols of Newfoundland's south 

and west coasts, and the mine-sweeping unit at St. John's. 

This represented a certain delegation of responsibility by 

Great Britain, but it also showed that Canada viewed New

foundland as a key to the safety of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. 

The Canadian coastal patrols covered both the Cabot and Belle 

Isle Straits, the only two possible entrances into the Gulf. 

During the Second World War, Britain would withdraw even fur

ther from Newfoundland while the Canadian military presence 

would escalate. Also, the United States would for the first 

time establish a military foothold on the island. This was 

because, in the inter-war period, rapid technological ad

vances in the weaponry of war made Newfoundland a major stra

tegic position, not only for the defence of Canada, but for 
29 

North America itself. 

The Inter-War Years 

The question of the defence of St. John's received no atten

tion in the years immediately following World War I. Both 

the Legion of Frontiersmen and the Newfoundland Royal Naval 
30 Reserve disbanded after the war effort. Then in 19 34, 

when the British-appointed Commission of Government took over 

the administration of the colony, the Dominions Office re-
31 

quested a full report on the defence of Newfoundland. ' The 

report, prepared by a special Defence Committee, headed by 

the Commissioner for Finance, was completed in 1936. Even 
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by this date certain of the traditional assumptions about 

Newfoundland had survived. For example, it was considered 

possible that 

a weak enemy raiding naval force escaping into 

the Atlantic...might, if the far more valuable 

shipping of the North Atlantic had been with

drawn or placed under convoy, find a possible 

final adventure in the destruction of St. John's, 

the Bell Island iron mine and the numerous cable 

terminals near St. John's and in Conception Bay; 

all of which would have a propaganda value al

together out of proportion to its military im-
32 

portance .... 

This was little different from the conclusions of 19th century 

reports. The other possible modes of attack discussed in the 

report were: (1) a small raiding force landed by one or two 

cruisers to inflict damage on vulnerable points; (2) an armed 

merchant vessel, which could fire on St. John's and mine the 

approaches to the harbour; (3) submarines, which could tor

pedo shipping using Newfoundland harbours; (4) aircraft, which 

would have to be based on aircraft carriers because heavy 

bombers still could not make the hop from Europe to Newfound

land. While the Defence Committee deemed it "highly improb

able that ships carrying any number of aircraft would have 

occasion to be in the neighbourhood of the Island," the mere 

fact that the third and fourth points were being considered 

at all is indicative of the changes which had taken place in 

the technology of warfare since the 19th century. Although 

as yet there was no commercial airport in Newfoundland, 

committee members believed that there was "every possibility 

of its developing into an important air base in the not far 

distant future." Indeed, in 1935 Great Britain, Ireland, 

Canada, and Newfoundland had agreed to work toward a regular 
33 transoceanic air service. Though the Defence Committee 
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believed that this would increase Newfoundland's usefulness 

to Britain, they failed to mention that if Germany ever gain

ed possession of a Newfoundland airfield, she could initiate 

air operations against major North /American centres. The 

effectiveness of the submarine had been demonstrated by the 

Germans in the First World War, and only the introduction of 

the convoy system had prevented catastrophic losses of Brit-

34 

ish merchang shipping. As far as Newfoundland was concern

ed, the innumerable uninhabited harbours along her west 

coast provided attractive havens for German submarines that 

might operate in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. If the Germans 

were ever able to control the Cabot and Bell Isle Straits it 

"would constitute a serious menace to the Dominion of Canada, 
and might result in the stoppage of the sea channels between 

35 the St. Lawrence and the Atlantic." Because of the new 

technology, Canada's security had become even more closely 

bound to Newfoundland's. 

The 1936 defence report prompted no outburst of British 

military planning for Newfoundland. The main response of a 

sub-committee of the Imperial Defence Committee seems to have 

been to urge the Newfoundlanders to do more for their own 
o p. 

protection, such as raising a local defence force. But if 

the British were not too concerned, the Canadians were. In 

1938, in response to continued pressure from the Canadian 

Chiefs of Staff, Prime Minister Mackenzie King inquired of 

the Dominion's Office "what measures, naval and air, for the 

defence of Newfoundland are contemplated in the event of 
„37 war. 
The Dominions Secretary answered: 

no specific measures for the local defence of 

Newfoundland in war are proposed on the part 

of naval and air forces of the United Kingdom 

other than the despatch to St. John's of six 

auxiliary mine-sweeping vessels and three 

auxiliary anti-submarine vessels at a later 
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stage after the outbreak of the war. It is, 

however, contemplated that the general defence 

of the territory would rest on the cover 
38 provided by the Royal Navy. 

Although this seemed to imply that Britain evisioned no role 

for Canada in the protection of Newfoundland, the possibility 

of war changed everything. At the Royal Navy's request, Can

ada initiated air reconnaissance patrols of Newfoundland a 

week before officially entering the war on 10 September 
39 

1939. 

The Second World War 

During the early part of the Second World War, known as the 

"phoney war," British military officials lapsed into a state 

of indifference over Newfoundland's security. The British 

government rejected an offer of the Newfoundland government 

to give Canada unrestricted use of the Newfoundland Airport 

(opened in 1939) at Gander Lake, the first regular airport in 

Newfoundland for land planes, for the odd reason that they 
40 feared this might hamper the development of civil aviation. 

The Newfoundland Commissioner for Justice and Defence, after 

returning from a meeting in Ottawa, reported: 

It may be that the Admiralty and Air Ministry 

have information which enables them to place 

a proper value upon the risks which our undefen

ded position lays us open to, but whatever the 

true position is I do not think that we should 

remain in our present state of uncertainty 

and unpreparedness. 

Undoubtedly the British had been lulled into a false sense 

of complacency by events in Europe. They were rudely awaken

ed in the early summer of 1940 when Denmark, Norway, and 

France collapsed under the German blitzkrieg. This 



119 

development thrust Newfoundland into the forefront of North 

American defence strategy, for she was the territory in North 

America closest to Britain. As such, she would be the log

ical stepping stone should the Nazis take Britain and attempt 

an invasion of North America. Newfoundland soon became the 

scene of feverish military activity. 

The Second World War marked the final stage of Britain's 

centuries old direct involvement in the defence of Newfound

land. Instead, Newfoundland was drawn into the North American 

defence orbit. During the war, Britain was faced with the 

one central task of survival in the face of the Nazi war 

machine, and had to concentrate all her resources to that 

end. In the process she exhausted herself economically, 

emerging from the conflict as the world's largest debtor 

nation. The war also witnessed the failure of the tradition

al British stragety of blockade. German possession of Den

mark, Norway, and France made it impossible for the Royal Navy 

to seal the German fleet into the North Sea by blocking the 
42 English Channel and Scapa Flow. This gave German U-boats 

ready access to the North Atlantic, where they could prey on 

Allied shipping. Only the use of the convoy system saved 

the day, and recourse to it made St. John's a strategic base 

for the Royal Canadian Navy. With convoy escort bases for 

the limited range corvettes at Halifax, St. John's, and 

Londonderry, it was possible to provide continuous protection 

for convoys making the Atlantic crossing. In this manner, 

Sir Robert Bond's vision of 1902 was realized. Newfoundland 

had also become important because of its proximity to Canada 

and the United States. Both countries moved military per-
43 

sonnel into the island, which became an "Atlantic bastion." 

This was only partly the result of Britain's inability to 

deploy men and resources into her ancient colony. It was 

also a logical consequence of the new technolgoy of war. For 

example, German bombers operating from Gander would have been 
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able to strike at Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and parts of 
44 Quebec and Maine. In their defence of Newfoundland, the 

Canadians and Americans did much that was new. But some 

things remained the same. One of these was the strategic 

value of Signal Hill. 

The signing of the Canada-Newfoundland Defence Accord 

in June 1940 marked the active involvement of Canada in the 
45 defence of Newfoundland. At the peak of the war there 

were almost 6,000 Canadian armed forces personnel on the is-
46 

land. That first summer the Canadians concentrated on 

guarding the Bell Island iron ore mine, Gander Airport, and 

the Botwood seaplane base in the Bay of Exploits. For the 

first time in over a hundred years, St. John's had to share 

strategic importance with other Newfoundland centres. 

On 18 August 1940, with the announcement of the forma

tion of the Permanent Joint Board on Defence (PJBD), North 

American security became a Canadian-American co-operative 

affair. Among the first concerns of the Board was the defence 
47 of Newfoundland. The extent of American involvement was 

indicated on 5 September that same year when the British 

government approved the Leased Bases Agreement. This gave 

the United States 99 year leases on British territory in 

Newfoundland, Bermuda, and the West Indies in exchange for 

50 over-age destroyers. The areas chosen in Newfoundland 

for United States bases were Stephenville on the west coast 

(air force), Argentia in Placentia Bay on the south coast 

(navy and army), and St. John's on the east coast (army). 

By mid-1943 there were over 10,000 American military per-
48 sonnel in Newfoundland. Canada and the United States 

agreed to maintain separate national commands in Newfoundland, 
49 

with provision for co-ordination by mutual consent. For 

its part, the Newfoundland government was limited to observer 

status at meetings of the PJBD, and the amount of consulta

tion with the government was left up to the two other nations 
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concerned. The Canadians were more considerate than the 

Americans, who demonstrated a propensity for unilateral action. 

Measures for supplying armament for St. John's got under 

way in October 1940 when the PJBD granted the Canadian army 
50 

permission to despatch two 4.7-in. guns there. Two Ameri
can 10-in. guns were also slated for installation. Later, 

51 Canada proposed to send two 75-mm. field guns. Canadian 

plans called for the placement of the 4.7-in. guns on Signal 
52 Hill and the 7 5-mm. ones at Fort Amherst. By 7 January 
53 1941 only the 75-mm. guns were in action. The problem was 

that the Officer Commanding Canadians in Newfoundland, Brig

adier Philip Earnshaw, had reservations about putting the 

4.7-in. guns on Signal Hill. For one thing, the hill was 

"very high and comes as a consequence in a strata of low 

clouds which day after day prevent any signalling from the 
54 site...." As well, Earnshaw felt that the site was "a 

little close to the battery at FORT AMHERST." His opinion 

prevailed, and by the middle of January 1941 work had begun 

at Fort Amherst on the preparation of temporary platforms 
5 5 for the 4.7-in. guns. In March it was agreed to move the 

7 5-mm. field guns from Fort Amherst to a new Canadian fort 

at Chain Rock. The 4.7-in. guns went into service at Fort 

Amherst on 21 June 1941, and on the first and seventeenth 

of that month the two 75-mm. guns were transferred to Fort 
57 

Chain Rock. The final link in the Canadian coastal de
fence scheme for St. John's was achieved when the long-
awaited American 10-in. guns went into service at Cape Spear, 

58 
four miles south of St. John's, on 11 February 1942. All 

three Canadian forts were manned by units of the 10 3rd Coast 

Battery, Royal Canadian Artillery. 

Fort Chain Rock 

For the purposes of this report, Fort Chain Rock bears closer 
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examination, since it lies at the foot of Signal Hill. Work 

59 

on the fort commenced "about" 1 May 1941. Both the person

nel and the the two 75-mm. guns came from Fort Amherst. The 

guns went into service on improvised mountings on 9 and 15 

October 1941, and on permanent mountings on 19 August and 2 

October 1942. They were 1917 British models, manufactured 

in 1918 by the Bethlehem Steel Company. Their mountings 

were local pattern, made by the St. John's Dry Dock Company 

to the specifications of Major H.B. Armstrong, Officer Com

manding the 103rd Coast Battery. Number 1 gun was 49 ft. 

above sea level, and Number 2, 54 ft. (This gun is still in 

place on the site today. See Figure 54) The two were 82 ft. 

apart, and employed a Barr and Stroud range finder. The 

officers of the fort were armed with .38 service revolvers, 

while all other ranks had .303 rifles. The fort's two orig

inal Browning machine guns, for shore and ground defence, 

were replaced on 31 August 1943 by two Vickers machine guns. 

One of these was situated 100 yd. seaward of Number 1 75-mm 

gun, and the other "on the hill above the Parade Square where 

it can command the road entrances and water area to the rear 

of the fort." Also in 1943, two Bren machine guns were ac

quired for anti-aircraft purposes. Their nest, overlooking 

the fort, was completed in August of that year. A third 

Bren gun was added in May 1944. Chain Rock's role in the 

general harbour defence scheme was to protect ships in the 

harbour from attack by submarine, motor torpedo boat, or 

other small armed craft which might attempt to force the 

narrows. The guns were assisted in this function by three 

coast defence searchlights. One was an old type Siemens 

Brothers light with a 36. in. reflector and a lens of approxi

mately 8,000,000 candle power with dispersed beam. Built 

in 1899 for the British army, it had been taken over by the 

Canadian government in 1903. It was installed at Fort Chain 

Rock on 15 July 1941 in Number 5 light emplacement. Two 
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other old type lights were replaced on 4 November 194 3 by 

two Canadian General Electric lights with 60 in. reflectors 

and dispersed lenses of 800,000,000 candle power. These 

were in light emplacements Numbers 3 and 4. The lights were 

linked to the fort by telephone. They were powered by three 

40 horsepower Leyland gasoline engines, which were connected 

to separate 24 kilowatt, 110 volt D.C. Westinghouse generators. 

Fuel for the engines was stored in a 1,000 gallon tank, lo

cated between the parade square and the engine room. Pipes, 

% in. diameter, led from the gasoline tank to each engine. 

The following is a physical description of the fort, 

which was presumably entirely reconstructed by the Canadians: 

Fort consists of Mens Barrack Building built on side 

of hill at entrance to Fort accomodating [sic] approx

imately seventy N.C.O's and men. The Officers Quar

ters, Orderly Room and Q.M. Stores are combined and 

situated on lower side of road just beyond entrance 

to Fort. The Mens Mess Hall, Sergeants Mess and 

Officers Mess are all in one building, and situated 

below Officers Quarters, just on the shore line. 

To the East of the Mess Hall is the Engine Room, con

taining three gasoline engines which provide power 

for the D.E.L's [Defence Electric Lights]. Adja

cent to and South of the Engine Room is a Light 

Emplacement housing No. 3 and 4 D.E.L's dispersed 

beam. The Emplacement for No. 5 D.E.L. is situated 

about 3 5 yds to the East. A small Mens Canteen is 

built immediately to the North East of Engine Room. 

A small Guard Room is situated to the North East of 

the canteen. The B.O.P. [Battery Observation Post] 

is situated on the North Side of the Fort overlook

ing the whole Fort and entrance to the Harbour. 

Two 7 5mm Guns are mounted on the Eastern End of the 

Fort, No. 1 directly below B.O.P. and No. 2, 25 
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yds to the East of No. 1. The magazine is built 

on the side of the hill to the West of No. 1 Gun 

Emplacement. 

The fort could be reached either by road from St. John's 

or by boat. It was connected by direct telephone line to 

coast defence headquarters at Cape Spear, through which Fort 

Amherst could also be reached. The camouflage scheme adopted 

for the fort took advantage of its proximity to the fishing 

village known as "the Battery." The plan was "to conceal 

the guns by simulating as far as possible the buildings and 
63 

surroundings of the fishing community." The operational 

role of Fort Chain Rock ended on 31 May 194 5. 

Fort Chain Rock was an integral part of the Canadian 

coast defence system for St. John's. No pretensions were 

made as to its ability to be the sole defence work, as had 

been done with Waldegrave Battery in the First World War. 

Fort Cape Spear was operated as a counter bombardment battery 

for long range firing on enemy vessels at sea. The 10-in. 

guns there had a maximum range of 14,000 yd. Fort Amherst, 

meanwhile, was designated for close defence. If these two 

failed, Fort Chain Rock would be the third and last line 

of defence. To guard against torpedo attack:, three sets of 

anti-torpedo baffles were set in the narrows in the autumn of 

1941, one near the entrance and the other two between Chain 
64 Rock and the head of the harbour. (See Figure 55) In 

December 1942 an anti-torpedo submersible gate, controlled by 

a steam winch, was added. (See Figure 56) A controlled 

minefield was laid outside the narrows in the summer of 1942. 

For the first time in its history, St. John's had to 

be protected against air attack. Eight 40-mm. Bofors guns 

were fixed at strategic sites throughout the city. There 

were also two 3.7-in. anti-aircraft batteries, one of four 

guns and the other of eight. Their precise location has 

not yet been determined. Torbay Airport, built by the Cana

dians in 1941 to provide, among other things, greater air 
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coverage for convoys, was defended by an eight gun Bofors 

battery. (See Figure 57) 

The American Occupation of Signal Hill 

On 29 January 1941 the American troop-ship Edmund B. Alexander 

arrived in St. John's harbour. On board were 1,000 men, con

sisting of infantry and both coastal and anti-aircraft artil-

lery units. On 4 February the Officer Commanding Canadians 

in Newfoundland, Brigadier Earnshaw, gave American officers 

a tour of Signal Hill. In spite of his earlier reservations 

about the site, Earnshaw recommended to the Americans that 
fi 7 

they establish an anti-aircraft battery there. They accept

ed the advice. The following was the area designated Signal 

Hill Battery: 

Starting from a point at the intersection of the 

centre lines of Signal Hill Road and Middle 

Battery Road thence along Middle Battery Road South 

44 degrees 17 minutes 41.3 seconds East 268.11 feet; 

thence South 54 degrees 09 minutes 41.3 seconds 

East 295.03 feet; thence South 44 degrees 02 minutes 

31.3 seconds East 33.49 feet to the principal point 

of beginning; thence South 34 degrees 58 minutes 

07.3 seconds West 108.63 feet; thence South 33 

degrees 11 minutes 09.4 seconds West 39.71 feet to 

a point herein designated as point "A" on the north 

shore line of St. John's Harbour; thence south 

easterly along the shoreline to a point which is South 

70 degrees 35 minutes 06.8 seconds East 1033.29 feet 

from aforesaid point "A" thence North 53 degrees 23 

minutes 41.7 seconds East 42.08 feet; thence North 

56 degrees 03 minutes 58.3 seconds West 73.53 feet; 

thence North 56 degrees 47 minutes 41.70 seconds West 

216.58 feet; thence North 59 degrees 08 minutes 42.40 
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seconds West 141.69 feet; thence North 67 degrees 

29 minutes 58.10 seconds West 55.40 feet; thence 

North 77 degrees 38 minutes 15.7 seconds West 86.60 

feet; thence North 84 degrees 37 minutes 37.00 seconds 

West 135.63 feet; thence North 69 degrees 13 minutes 

18.2 seconds West 148.49 feet; thence North 55 de

grees 24 minutes 34.2 seconds West 183.55 feet to 

the principal point of beginning. An area of appoxi-

mately 2.5 acres. 

American acquisition of this property resulted in the dis

placement of a number of residents of the Battery. Accord

ingly, a Board of Arbitration was created to determine the 
69 amount of compensation to be paid to the claimants. 

The Americans had brought with them on board the Edmund 

B. Alexander one four gun 155-mm. mobile anti-aircraft bat

tery, one four gun 3-in. anti-aircraft battery, and one 16 
70 gun battery of .50 calibre machine guns. These were placed 

in temporary positions on Signal Hill as soon as they were 
71 taken off ship. Two 8-in. coast defence guns were added 

72 to the Signal Hill armament by early September 1941. An 

official map shows the 3-in. battery at a point north of 

Cabot Tower. (See Figure 57) This was probably the site 

discovered by Jelks in 1965, near the remains of the original 

73 

Signal Hill blockhouse at Ladies' Lookout. An aerial photo

graph at the Directorate of History of the Department of 

National Defence provides the locations of some of the other 

guns on Signal Hill. It shows a mammoth gun near Cabot Tower, 

in the area of the present-day parking lot. (See Figure 58) 

This may have been one of the 8-in. coast defence guns. Just 

northwest of this was a smaller gun, probably one of the 

mobile 155-mm. guns. There appears to have been a 155-mm. 

battery on Gibbet Hill, likely the one described in the Fort 
Chain Rock fort record book as "almost directly above Chain 

74 Rock on top of Signal Hill." The guns of Signal Hill were 
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75 
manned by the 53rd Battery, United States Coast Artillery. 

Not all the guns remained on Signal Hill for the dura

tion of the war. Early in 1942 it was decided to place the 

8-in. guns at Red Cliff Head, between Logy Bay and Tor Bay, 
76 

as a second counter bombardment battery to Fort Cape Spear. 

The Americans also took steps to counteract the vulnerability 

of St. John's to land attack. As soon as the 8-in. guns 

were removed from Signal Hill to Red Cliff Head, the 155-mm. 

guns on the hill were designated for a mobile coast defence 
77 role. Strategic sites in Tor Bay and Conception Bay were 

made ready to receive the 155-mm. guns should they be needed. 

When not specifically required, the guns were to remain on 

Signal Hill.78 

The Americans also built an aircraft recognition station 

on Signal Hill, at a position 600 yd. northwest of Cabot 
79 Tower. The station went into operation on 1 February 1942, 

taking over from the original Canadian aircraft recognition 
80 

station at Fort Amherst. Friendly aircraft were required 

to approach the Signal Hill station from the north on a 
81 

course 270 degrees magnetic, at an altitude of 1,000 ft. 

Although the Americans constructed a permanent base 

(Fort Pepperell) at St. John's during the war, most of their 

buildings on Signal Hill were temporary. All that remains 

of them today are two quonset huts. Unfortunately the 

Americans left Signal Hill with one less structure than they 

found there. That was the 1867-68 powder magazine, which 
8 2 

they levelled to make way for one of the quonset huts. 

(See Figures 59-60) 

The arrival of the United States Army in St. John's 

created problems of co-operation and command with the Cana

dian armed forces. A solution was worked out in 1942 where

by the Americans were assigned responsibility for defending 

the zone north and east of Portugal Cove Road to the sea, 
8 3 

excluding the Canadian base at Torbay airport. Any role 
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by Canada in this zone was to be limited to a supporting one. 

Similarly, if an attack were made on the Canadian zone, the 

United States Army would act in a supporting role. 

St. John's escaped a major test of its defences during 

the Second World War. The only scare occurred on the after

noon of Tuesday, 3 March 1942 when a German submarine off the 

narrows fired two torpedoes, believed to have been intended 
84 for an ammunition ship anchored in the harbour. The first 

exploded at 2:54 P.M. in front of Fort Amherst, and the 

second went off two minutes later on the opposite side of 

the narrows. A general alarm was sounded at Fort Amherst 

and the guard doubled at Fort Chain Rock, but there were no 

further developments. The submarine menace in Newfoundland 

waters was at its peak that year. U-boats sunk two ships 

anchored off Bell Island, and two more in convoy there; but 

the worst disaster was the sinking of the Newfoundland-Cape 

Breton ferry Caribou, in which 136 people were killed. The 

U-boats penetrated the Gulf of St. Lawrence in 1942, and 21 
8 5 

ships were lost there and in the St. Lawrence estuary. 

If it had not been for Royal Canadian Navy patrols and the 

convoy system, losses in Newfoundland waters and the Gulf 

86 

would have been catastrophic. The other threats to New

foundland's security, invasion or air attack from aircraft 

carriers, failed to materialize, for the obvious reason 

that Britain did not fall. But in the summer of 1940, after 

the startling German successes in western Europe, no one 

knew for certain whether she would be able to hold out. 

Hence the strategic importance of Newfoundland and the im

perative requirement of comprehensive measures for her 

defence. 

Conclusion 

The Second World War, then, was a period of change in the 
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military history of Newfoundland. The most important differ

ence was the assumption by Canada and the United States of 

the role traditionally played by Great Britain. British 

participation in the Newfoundland defence effort during the 

war was largely confined to financial assistance for Canadian 

construction projects, notably the new St. John's dry dock, 

and the provision of store and fuel ships as auxiliaries to 

the Royal Canadian Navy convoy escort vessels stationed at 
88 

St. John's. ° Meanwhile, at home, Britain was absorbed with 

the business of survival. Technological advances in the 

instruments of warfare also prompted Canadian and American 

involvement. The importance of air power made Newfoundland's 

security inseparable from that of continental North America. 

This connection had not always been so intimate in the past. 

One other reason may be advanced to explain Britain's re

duced role in Newfoundland. When Britain committed herself 

in 1697 to a military presence in Newfoundland, she had a 

legitimate stake in the island's well being. The fishery at 

Newfoundland was universally regarded as a nursery for seamen, 

and its prosperity was equated with the good of the Royal 

Navy. In the 19th century, the sheer expense of maintaining 

imperial garrisons, and the weakness of the British Army at 

home, forced the withdrawal of most of the imperial garrisons, 

including the one at St. John's. In the early 20th century, 

even the remaining "essential" naval stations, such as Hali

fax, were abandoned as Britain gathered her resources in 

preparation for war with Germany. Many of the colonies, 

including Canada, used their contribution to the imperial 

war effort as the basis of post-war demands for complete 

political autonomy. This was achieved by Canada with the 

Statute of Westminster in 1931. In the inter-war period, 

the old notion of empire gave way to the new concept of 

commonwealth, of equal partners co-operating for the "common 

weal." Newfoundland, however, was not an equal partner. 
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Unable to keep up with debt payments, she surrendered her 

claim to responsible government in 1934 and accepted govern

ment by commission, with the commissioners being appointed 

by the British government and answering to the Dominions 

Office. In so doing, Newfoundland ceased as well to enjoy 

Dominion status, which she had had since 1907. By this time, 

possession of Newfoundland offered no military benefits to 

Britain. Newfoundland fishermen still made useful additions 

to the Royal Navy, but no one would contend any longer that 

they were its backbone. Newfoundland had simply become a 

habit; given the new political status of the dominions, 

Britain's political and military obligations in Newfoundland 

were but a remnant of the fading concept of empire. Seen 

in this light, it was only logical that Britain should seek 

to end her defence commitments in Newfoundland. This would, 

of course, be done in an orderly and reasonable manner, and 

what better way than to transfer the responsibility to the 

United States, Britain's powerful North /American ally, and 

Canada, a fellow member of the commonwealth, both of whom 

had a much larger stake in Newfoundland's security. A 

corresponding transfer of political obligations during war

time would have been unwise, as it would have detracted from 

the war effort. Accordingly, Britain waited until the war 

ended before she set in motion the chain of events which led 

to Newfoundland's political absorption into the Dominion of 

Canada in 1949. In the post-war world, Britain would want 

no imperial obligations which might detract from her own re

building effort. 

While the Second World War was a turning point in the 

military history of Newfoundland, in the defence of St. John's 

at least, there was much that was familiar. Certainly, the 

utilization of Cape Spear and Red Cliff Head as counter bom

bardment batteries was new, a result of the improved range 

of artillery in the 20th century. But elsewhere there was 

continuity. The American propensity for mobile artillery. 
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and their clearing of sites for that artillery in Tor Bay 

and Conception Bay, were responses to the historic suscep

tibility of St. John's to land attack from an enemy force 

which might choose to disembark elsewhere along the coast. 

The anti-torpedo baffles in the narrows were inspired by a 

similar logic which lay behind the 1697 cable and the World 

War I log boom. The concentration on narrows defence is a 

recurring theme in the military history of St. John's. The 

site of Fort Chain Rock had first been exploited for defen

sive purposes in the 17th century, and Fort Amherst originated 

in the 1770s after the French had shown the way in 176 2. 

Both were the sites of active batteries until the withdrawal 

of the imperial garrison from St. John's in 1870. The de

fence of the narrows was dictated by geography. They formed 

the entrance to the harbour, and as long as passage through 

them was denied, it was impossible, until the advent of rifled 

ordnance, for an enemy to gain the town by sea attack. Like

wise, Signal Hill owed its prominence as a military post to 

geography. In an earlier period its height and proximity to 

the town rendered it invaluable both as a place of ultimate 

retreat and as a position which, once armed, rendered enemy 

possession of the town very unlikely. After the appearance 

of rifled ordnance, a new role was envisioned for the hill in 

coast defence, with the narrows works relegated to secondary 

importance. By the time of the Second World War, gunnery was 

so advanced that it was preferable to put 8-in. and 10-in. 

coast defence guns at Red Cliff Head and Cape Spear. Still, 

one wonders whether the battery at Ladies' Lookout and the 

155-mm. guns might not have played a backup role to the big 

guns, as suggested by photographic evidence. The Americans 

had, after all, designated the 155-mm. guns for mobile coast 

defence. In any case, Signal Hill's height made it an ex

cellent location for anti-aircraft batteries. Thus the hill 

had proven an extremely durable military position, having 
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survived the passage of time and the attendant innovations 

in the technology of war. The same could not be said of 

Forts William and Townshend, which had long passed their 

usefulness. The defence of St. John's, then, has been 

characterized by certain constants, as valid in one century 

as the next. The first is vulnerability to land attack; 

the second, the importance of securing the narrows; and the 

third, the strategic significance of Signal Hill. 
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The Non-Military Utilization of the Buildings of Signal Hill 

after 1870 

Introduction 

When the imperial garrison withdrew from Newfoundland in 

1870, the Newfoundland government assumed control of not 

only the batteries of Signal Hill, but also the other imperial 
1 

buildings there. The colonial government was then faced 

with the problem of how best to utilize its new property. 

The most prominent use of the Signal Hill imperial buildings 

in the period 1870-1920 was as hospitals. At the same time, 

the hill continued its historic function as the signalling 

centre for St. John's. This service had long been assumed 

by the colony from the military, and the 1859 blockhouse 

had been erected completely at colonial expense. The block

house and its subsequent replacement, Cabot Tower, cannot 

therefore be classified as imperial buildings. Cabot Tower 

remained active in its signalling role until 1960. Thus, 

in strict terms of longevity, Signal Hill has been more impor

tant for its communications than its military history. But 

first we turn to the medical history. 

Signal Hill's Hospitals, 1870-1920 

The first known use of Signal Hill for hospital purposes 

dates from the 1820s, when the convalescent soldiers were 

placed in the old wooden officers' and soldiers' barracks. 

While today it seems almost sadistic to have put men in ill-

health in wooden barracks on such an exposed position as 

Signal Hill, it was deemed quite acceptable at the time. 

The reasoning was that the cool winds which buffeted the 
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summit were conducive to good health, and the soldier of 

the day probably preferred the rigours of Signal Hill to 

a stint in the tropics, where mortality rates among the mil

itary were very high. It is not known how long these build

ings served as convalescent hospitals, but it was obviously 

no longer than the 1830s when they were re-occupied as 

barracks. Next came the ill-fated attempt of the 1840s to 

locate the new garrison hospital at George's Pond. It has 

also been seen that in the winter of 1866-67 the wooden 

officers' barrack on the summit was temporarily converted 

into a hospital once more, this time after scarlet fever 

broke out among the children of soldiers stationed on the 

hill. Thus, the decision of the Newfoundland government 

to exploit the Signal Hill imperial buildings for hospital 

purposes was not without precedent. 

The George's Pond hospital/barrack of 1842-43 was the 

first of the Signal Hill imperial buildings to be adapted 

to medical use after 1870. (See Figure 61) After it failed 

as a hospital in the 1840s, a new garrison hospital was con-
2 

structed in 184 9-50 on Forest Road near Quidi Vidi Lake. 

Known as both the Quidi Vidi Hospital and the General 

Hospital, this facility was also turned over to the colony 

upon the withdrawal of the garrison. At first the General 

Hospital received only male patients, owing to size limita-
3 

tions. It also lacked proper water and sewage facilities, 
so in March 1871 the patients there were transferred to the 

4 
George's Pond barrack so that repairs could be carried out. 

By the winter the patients had been moved back into the Gen

eral Hospital (a female wing was not opened at the General 

until 1876). The shortage of hospital space and the prac

tical demonstration of the viability of the George's Pond 

barrack led to a decision by the Board of Works to make the 

George's Pond barrack itself more suitable for the reception 

of patients. In his report for 1872, the Inspector of Public 
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Buildings boasted that the "alterations have turned the gloomy-

barrack rooms into spacious and airy wards . . . . " By 1874 

St. George's Hospital (as it was now called) was being used 

as a fever or quarantine hospital to complement the General 

Hospital, which was responsible for routine medical and 
7 

surgical cases. In 1875 St. George's had 35 beds compared 
Q 

to the 5 7 at the General. 
It appears from available records that there was also 

9 
a lazarette on Signal Hill for use in epidemics. While 

the precise identity of this building is uncertain, it is 

highly likely that it was the 1837-40 masonry soldiers' 

barrack, or houses C and D, located on the summit. First 

of all, it had, like the George's Pond barracks, been occupied 

up to the time of the withdrawal of the garrison; and, in 

1880, in his report on the defences of St. John's, Morgan 

found it still in good condition. The only other structures 

on the summit which could even remotely have qualified as 

the lazarette were the ancient wooden barracks, which had 

seen temporary use as living quarters in the 1860s. However, 

Morgan had described these as "completely in ruins and utterly 

useless." Hence the conclusion that the 1837-40 soldiers' 

barracks was in fact the Signal Hill lazarette of the 1870s 

and 1880s. 

Both St. George's Hospital and the lazarette were kept 

up over the years, though their occupation does not seem 
1 0 

to have been continuous. In late 1888 St. George's under
went a series of repairs to enable it to receive more patients. 
St. John's was then in the midst of a major diphtheria epidemic, 
which lasted from 1887-90, and the city fever hospital at 
River Head in the west end was about to be destroyed for 

1 1 
sanitary reasons. In 1889 a total of 249 diphtheria cases 

1 2 were treated at St. George's, out of which 20 died. That 
year workmen were unable to carry out many repairs to St. 

George's and the lazarette (for which no record of use has 
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been found) because of the presence of so much disease in 
13 

the buildings. In December of the following year, a savage 
gale unroofed the lazarette and blew down some of the 

14 chimnies. This put further pressure on the facilities 

at St. George's. 

As a hospital, St. George's left much to be desired. 

The adjacent well tended to freeze in the winter and dry 

up in the summer. At such times, water had to be fetched 

from nearby George's Pond, no great distance, but an incon-
1 5 venience nevertheless. Snow and rain penetrated the roof. 

Raw sewage from the building poured into a nearby bog, con-
1 6 

veyed by above-ground pipes which were broken in places. 

Cows and sheep grazed in the vicinity of the hospital, and 

this raised fears that their milk and meat might become con-
1 7 taminated. The Board of Works and the St. John's municipal 

council argued over whose duty it was to keep the road to 
the hospital passable during the winter, with council finally 

1 8 
agreeing "to clear of snow the City portion of the Road ...." 
In 1891 the Board spent $1,472.48 to further upgrade St. 

1 9 George's, while another $960.69 went toward the lazarette. 

The following year the Great Fire of 8 July, which engulfed 

some two-thirds of St. John's, also claimed St. George's. 

The strong winds of that date carried burning embers up to 
20 Signal Hill, and in this manner the hospital caught fire. 

The lazarette, perched atop the hill, escaped a similar fate. 

With the destruction of St. George's Hospital by fire, 

the focus of medical activity on Signal Hill shifted to the 

lazarette. (See Figures 62-63) Throughout the remainder 

of the 1890s the lazarette experienced something of an iden

tity crisis, being variously referred to as the Fever Hospital, 
21 the Diphtheria Hospital, and the Diphtheria and Fever Hospital. 

The truth is that all three were correct. It must be remem

bered that the soldiers' barrack as constructed in 1837-

40 was divided into two sections, houses C and D. In the 
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nineties, one of these became the fever hospital, and the 

other the diphtheria hospital. Since they formed the same 

building, it was also proper to refer to them as one. The 

following minute from the Board of Works describes the arrange

ment : 

A letter was read from Mrs. Dwyer Matron of the 

Diphtheria Hospital stating that she could not 

satisfactorily attend to her present department 

and to the adjoining Hospital for Fever Cases 

together. The buildings are separated by a brick 

wall without a door leading from one to the other. 

The passing from one building to the other would 

be most inconvenient as well as dangerous to 
22 health. 

Details about the Diphtheria and Fever Hospital are 

scant. One feature, common to the time, was the employment 

of a matron, usually a trained nurse, to oversee the daily 
23 

business of the hospital. Letters of thanks from former 
patients to the matron sometimes appeared in local news-

24 
papers. On 2 7 December 189 5 the Governor of Newfoundland 

visited the hospital, and afterward "seemed pleased with 
25 the result of his inspection." In September 1901 the Board 

of Works ordered that a telephone be installed in the 

hospital. This would not have been the first telephone 

on Signal Hill, as there was one at the blockhouse since 
27 

at least 1889. The hospital was the scene of communica
tions history on a grander scale in December 1901 when 

Guglielmo Marconi received the world's first transoceanic 
2 8 

wireless message in the unoccupied fever end. 

With the opening of a new fever wing in a building along

side the General Hospital in 1906, the Diphtheria and Fever 

Hospital's future was in doubt. But the facility would soon 

find new prominence as a centre for the treatment of tuber

culosis. Tuberculosis was a major killer in Newfoundland 
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in the early years of the 20th century. In 190 9, for example, 

20% of all deaths in the colony were attributed to the dis-
29 ease. This was not an unusual statistic for the period. 

The problem was much worse in St. John's than in the out-

ports because of the more congested living quarters in the 

capital. A special public health commission of 1910 advised 

that the Signal Hill hospital was ideally located to receive 

tuberculosis sufferers. While admitting that "the hospital 

is not as sheltered as could be wished," the commissioners 

reasoned that "the absence of dust and smoke, and the pure 

air, are no doubt calculated to be of very great benefit 
30 to consumptives." Accordingly, they recommended that 

the hospital be repaired so that it could accommodate more 

patients. In 1911 the government budgeted $1,500 to upgrade 
31 

the facility and increase its capacity to 40 or 50 patients. 
It should be noted that by this time the Diphtheria and Fever 

32 Hosital was called simply Signal Hill Hospital. In 1916 

Signal Hill Hospital was again surpassed by a modern building, 

this time the new sanatorium on Topsail Road. Thereafter, 

it relinquished its role as a tuberculosis hospital but con

tinued to receive smallpox and other cases requiring quaran-
33 tine. On Saturday, 18 December 1920, a defective chimney 

in the hospital caught fire. A call for help was placed 

to the fire department, but the road up the hill was, as 
34 usual, impassable, and the structure burnt to the ground. 

The fire, which was discovered at 5:00 P.M., was fed by a 

large supply of coal stored in the hospital, and burned until 

well after midnight. A local newspaper recorded that the 

fire was "on account of its location a very spectacular one, 

and the narrows and the sea beyond the Heads were lighted 
35 up as if by a mammoth beacon fire." Fortunately, there 

were no patients in the hospital at the time, and the matron, 

her husband, and three attendants got away with their personal 

belongings. 
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Thanks to evidence submitted by a former attendant at 

Signal Hill Hospital, we have some idea of what life there 
3fi 

was like during 1909-10. The matron at that time was a 

Mrs. Winslow (who was still there in 1920). She ran the 

hospital with the aid of five or six young women, or atten

dants. The matron and the attendants resided permanently 

in the hospital, but the doctor, Alexander Campbell, lived 

in St. John's, and paid daily visits to the hospital. Besides 

being responsible for the general care of the patients, the 

matron and the attendants did all the cooking, cleaning, 

and laundry. As indicated earlier, the hospital was divided 

into two sections, one for tuberculosis patients and the 

other for fever (mainly smallpox) cases. The fever end re

mained empty until an epidemic broke out (this explains why 

Marconi was able to set up there in 1901 without causing 

a disruption). Hospital staff had to be vaccinated before 

they could serve in the fever end. In the tuberculosis sec

tion there were four wards, two for men and two for women, 

with approximately eight patients to a ward. The wards were 

located on the upper story of the hospital, while the kitchen 

and staff living quarters were on the ground floor. Patients 

often mingled with staff, helping out in the kitchen or fetch

ing water from the nearby well. The patients also worked 

on the hospital grounds in order to get exercise and fresh 

air, then the prescribed cure for tuberculosis. The chief 

signalman, John Bartlett, whose residence was just below 

Cabot Tower (likely the old armoury), kept a few cows and 

supplied the hospital with fresh milk. Between Cabot Tower 

and the hospital there were two or three small wooden build

ings in which corpses were laid until the undertaker came 

from St, John's to claim them. 

There was one other hospital on Signal Hill, actually 

down in Ross's Valley. Built in 1892 at the suggestion of 

Judge D.W. Prowse who, among other things, was a public 
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health officer for St. John's, this hospital came to be known 

by contemporaries as "Prowse's Folly." In 1892 cholera was 

raging in many European cities, and cases were being reported 
37 in major American cities on the eastern seaboard. The 

Ross's Valley hospital, sometimes referred to as the Marine 

Hospital, was erected as a quarantine station for any local 

cases of the disease. The original plan called for a guard 

vessel to stop all ships from abroad at the entrance to the 
38 

narrows. If necessary, a health officer would be summoned. 

Any vessel from abroad not belonging to Newfoundland, and 

having cholera aboard, would not be allowed to enter port. 

But, if it were a Newfoundland vessel returning from Europe 

with cholera aboard, permission would be granted for the 

afflicted to proceed to the facility at Ross's Valley. They 

would be landed in the narrows at Chain Rock and then trans

ported along a newly constructed road, or path, to Ross's 
3 9 Valley. This was an improvement over the earlier practice 

of letting cholera victims make their way to the local hospital 

through the town, a mistake which had been made in 1854, 
40 

known in Newfoundland as "the year of the cholera." For
tunately, the cholera scare remained just that, and the Ross's 

Valley hospital was used on only two occasions, once in 1899 
41 and again in 1903. In both instances the patients were 

suffering from smallpox, which may account for subsequent 

erroneous claims by historians that the Marine Hospital was 
42 

a smallpox hospital. " Isolated, difficult to reach, and 

created for a scare which never materialized, the hospital 

fell into disrepair, earning the disdain of the public, who 

seemed to miss the point that it was only meant to be a tem-
43 porary facility. On 6 May 1911 the Ross's Valley hospital 

succumbed to that curse of St. John's, fire, this one re-
44 

putedly set by vandals. 

In retrospect, it is fairly certain that even if Signal 

Hill's hospitals had escaped their respective fates, they 
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would not have continued indefinitely in their roles. Aside 

from the general problem of accessibility, there was also, 

with the exception of the Marine Hospital, the matter of 

age. The usurpation of Signal Hill Hospital by the more 

modern sanatorium in 1916 was a sign of things to come, and 

it is no small point that when the hospital burned down in 

1920 there was not a single patient in the building. 

The Signal Hill Blockhouse, 1870-94 

In terms of longevity, the signalling or communications his

tory of Signal Hill is more important than its medical his

tory. Initially, the responsibility for signalling rested 

with the military. By the 1840s the blockhouse was no longer 

considered to be of military value, and repairs were charged 

to the colony, whose merchants were the main beneficiaries 
45 

of its service. Thus in 1859 the new blockhouse was erected 

by the colony itself. As a colonial possession, it was not 

affected by the transfer of imperial property in 1870. The 

colony continued the system of signalling by flags, and also 

the practice of firing the noonday gun, which tradition had 

developed earlier in the century. An observer wrote of St. 

John1s in 1833: 

You will be surprised to hear they have no town 

clock; the reason given is, that it could not be kept 

regular in consequence of the extreme cold, so that 

the only way they have of regulating the time is by 

the discharge of guns which are fired at stated 

times during the day. 

When the "daily gun" was briefly removed from Signal Hill 

to Frederick's Battery in 1842, the Royal Gazette announced 
47 that the gun would be fired "exactly at noon every day." 

This is the first known reference to a noonday gun. By 1880 

a 32-pounder alongside the blockhouse performed the midday 
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48 
ritual. (See Figure 64) Though this gun has long since 

been replaced, its service continues to be performed to this 

day. 

By the 1870s, the 1859 blockhouse was in poor shape. 

(See Figure 65) The following excerpt from the minutes of 

the Board of Works describes its condition: 

Mr. Inspector Neville [Inspector of Public Build

ings) informed the Board that the Block House at 

Signal Hill required repairs to such an extent as 

would amount almost to the cost of rebuilding it 

and that the Keeper, William Judge, had suggested 

the advantage of removing the deck, bulwarks, 

watch house and flag staffs to a more northern 

point and abandoning the dwelling house part of 

the building and allowing the assistant Keeper to 

occupy the guard room at Signal Hill by which 

arrangement the cost of erecting a new Block House 
49 would be avoided. 

No such drastic measures were taken, however, and the block

house continued to deteriorate. In his report for 1881, 

the Inspector of Public Buildings wrote: 

The existing Block is in very bad condition .... 

The masts and shores are much decayed, in fact so 

badly that the nails in the cleats have no hold. 

The deck is very leaky .... [It] would appear to be 

the wiser economy to build a new one rather than 

undertake the very extensive repairs necessary to 

maintain the old. 

However, the following year a more thorough inspection of 

the structure revealed that "the failures were so localized 

and the other parts in such good order, that it was practic-
51 able to make efficient repairs." This overhaul put an 

end to suggestions that the blockhouse be moved or replaced. 

Over the next few years various repairs were administered 
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to the blockhouse. The Inspector of Public Buildings advised 

in 1884 that the "felt covering of the deck will have to 

be renewed, some new floor-gratings are needed, and the bul-
52 

warks will have to be repaired." By 1890 the bulwarks 

and clapboarding required further work, a new floor was want

ing in the look-out house, and the whole structure was in 
53 

need of a paint job. Before the end of the year, the floor 
was laid and the painting done (the blockhouse colour was 

54 white). Also, some changes were made to the entrance to 

make it more convenient." A strong gale that year snapped 

the centre signal mast and carried it away. This was replaced, 

likely the next spring. The report for 1892 was the most 

favourable in years, noting that the blockhouse "will only 
55 need the repairs contingent on use." On 28 April 1894, 

some time after signalling the approach of the brigantine 

Sunshine from New York, the blockhouse caught fire and burned 

to the ground. It is not known what caused the fire. 

The Imperial Powder Magazine, 1870-1958 

A structure which was closely associated with the blockhouse 

was the old imperial powder magazine of 1798. Once a month 

the signalmen took powder from the magazine and made it into 
57 

cartridges for the noonday gun. These were then stored 

in an expense magazine in the basement of the blockhouse. 

In 1880 Morgan found a wooden fence around the magazine, 

but in 1889 a combined barbed-wire and picket fence was 
[TO 

erected "round the yard enclosing the powder magazine." 

Sparks from the fire which destroyed the blockhouse in 1894 

also threatened the powder magazine. The problem was that, 

although the magazine was made of stone, with a slate roof, 
59 

it had wooden shutters "on the end." Water was poured 

over the magazine to save it from the fire. Afterward, the 

building continued to serve as the noonday gun magazine. 
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In 1898 repairs were effected to the inside of the magazine 

so that it could be used by the Lighthouse Department for 

storing gun cotton. The magazine underwent major renova

tions in 1919, probably the result of a powder explosion 
6 1 

on 31 December 1918. For a while during the period 1933-

60, men of the Canadian Marconi Company, stationed in Cabot 
62 

Tower, stored heating oil in the magazine. The magazine 

became part of Signal Hill National Historic Park in 1958. 

(See Figure 66) 

Cabot Tower 

The signalling functions of the blockhouse were taken over 

in 1900 by Cabot Tower. In the interim after the 1894 fire, 
6 2 

a temporary blockhouse, 10 ft. by 12 ft., was used. The 

movement to erect a monument in Newfoundland in honour of 

the Cabot quadracentennary began in 1896. Although the move

ment was a local one, it may have been in part a response 

to certain developments in Canada. Newfoundlanders were 

confident that their island, or at least Labrador, was Cabot's 

landfall of 24 June 1497, and their case had been forcefully 

stated in 1895 with the publication of Judge Daniel Woodley 

Prowse's A History of Newfoundland from the English, Colonial, 
64 and Foreign Records. But this view was not shared in Canada. 

In 1894 the council of a leading Canadian learned society, 

the Royal Society of Canada, recommended that there should 

be some celebration in Canada in honour of Cabot's discovery 
6 6 

of North America. At this time the society believed the 

landfall to be "in all probability on the shores of the island 

of Cape Breton," and in 1895 it suggested that a granite 

shaft be erected somewhere in Nova Scotia. But by 1896, 

possibly as a result of the arguments advanced by Prowse, 

the Royal Society had softened its stand, and a special com

mittee formed to deal with the subject reported: 
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While the committee are of opinion that the great

ly preponderating weight of evidence points to the 

easternmost cape of Cape Breton as the landfall of 

John Cabot in 1497, they would observe that the 

commemoration now proposed will not commit the 

Royal Society of Canada, as a whole, to the defi -

6 7 
nite acceptance of that theory. 

Still, the committee favoured Sydney, on Cape Breton Island, 

as the location for their monument. 

The Cabot Tower movement got under way in Newfoundland 

in September 1896 with the formation of an organizing com

mittee. Roman Catholic Archbishop Michael Howley was 
6ft 

elected president, and Judge Prowse the secretary. The 

Newfoundland government promised to match the sum raised 

by the committee. The concept of a new signal station to 

replace the temporary blockhouse was proposed by prominent 

businessman Edgar Bowring, who informed Prowse, "If you will 

go in for a signal station, to be worked night and day, I 

will give you not only a good subscription, but I will aid 
69 

you in every way." A new signal station would have been 

beneficial to merchants such as Bowring, for their ships 

plied the harbour of St. John's, and their businesses gained 

from the greater efficiency which the signalling system allow

ed. But Bowring's idea had the taint of opportunism, for 

a first-rate signal station constituted a handsome replace

ment for the temporary blockhouse then in use. As it happen

ed, the idea caught on. At a public meeting held on 6 Novem

ber 1896, a formal Celebration Committee was elected, with 

Bishop Howley and Judge Prowse retaining their positions. 

Those in attendance favoured the signal station, as did the 

Newfoundland government. The proposed station, or tower, 

as it came to be called, shortly became the object of heated 

controversy. Many critical letters appeared in the local 

press, most arguing that there were more worthy projects 
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than the tower. One observer scornfully commented that "when 

we cannot even have the prime necessities of civilized life 

we are not justified in apeing at ornaments," and likened 

the building of a new tower to "the placing of a silk hat 

on the head of a man who had not a decent pair of boots to 
70 keep his feet warm." However, the Celebration Committee 

held fast. Their financial support came mainly from the St. 

John's business community, the Bank of Montreal, Railway 
71 Builder R.G. Reid, and the Newfoundland government. At 

a meeting of the Celebration Committee on 13 April 1897, it 

was determined that the tower would commemorate not only 

the Cabot quadracentennary, but also Queen Victoria's Dia-
72 mond Jubilee, which was to take place that same year. (See 

Figures 67 - 68) 

The Cabot Tower cornerstone was laid on Jubilee Day, 

22 June 1897 (Cabot Day was 24 June), with a large crowd 

73 

in attendance. (See Figure 69) Bishop Howley of the Cele

bration Committee presided over the ceremony. Under the 

cornerstone were placed Newfoundland coins and stamps, the 

Diamond Jubilee and Cabot postage stamp issues, a short history 

of Newfoundland by Judge Prowse, a Latin inscription by Bishop 

Howley in honour of the occasion, and the names of the members 

of the Celebration Committee, as well as those of the sub

scribers to the Cabot Tower fund. It was claimed that the 
74 cornerstone came from the 1795 blockhouse. Two days after 

this ceremony was held in St. John's, the Royal Society of 

Canada unveiled a memorial tablet to John Cabot at Province 

House in Halifax, Nova Scotia. The society had decided upon 

Halifax since they felt it to be "a neutral ground on which 

all the disputants can happily meet without giving up their 
75 respective theories." The society's inability to agree 

on the precise location of the landfall was reflected in 

the wording inscribed on the tablet, which saluted Cabot's 

discovery of "the north eastern seaboard of NORTH AMERICA." 
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A similar plaque later installed in the lobby of Cabot Tower 

showed that, in Newfoundland at least, there was no question 

as to the whereabouts of the landfall (both these plaques 

remain in place today). 

In August 1898, with the consent of the Newfoundland 

government, the Celebration Committee awarded the Cabot Tower 

7 6 
contract to Henry J. Thomas of Thomas Brothers. The stone
mason in charge of construction was Samuel Garrett. Actual 
work commenced shortly after this, and the tower was offi
cially opened on 20 June 1900. (See Figure 70) The main 
part of the building consisted of two stories, 30 ft. by 
30 ft., which attached to a 50 ft. octagonal tower, or turret, 

77 three stories high and situated on the southeast corner. 

A cellar contained a coal furnace and storage space for the 

coal supply. A chimney ran up the northeast angle of the 

turret, where it joined the main building. The main door 

was located in the southeast turret, and was reached by wood

en steps. The first floor was designated the signalman's 

residence, and the second floor the visitors' room. A semi-

winding staircase connected these two levels. Their floors 

were 23 ft. 6 in. square, and there were three windows in 

each of three sides, with four in the remaining one. Another 

staircase linked the second and third stories. The third 

formed the lookout house. Here were kept the spyglass, flags, 

and other signalling instruments. The lookout house was 

heated by a stove and lighted by a window on each side of 

the turret. The floor was 12 ft.across all round. A door 

and steps led from the lookout house out onto the main deck, 

where the spars were located. The main spar was embedded 

in the solid rock on which the building rested, and passed 

through each floor to the deck. There were two smaller spars 

which seem to have been based on the deck itself. The walls 

of Cabot Tower were 2 ft. thick all round. They were built 

of Signal Hill's red sandstone, most of which allegedly came 
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78 from the ruins of St. George's Hospital. Its architectural 

style is Gothic Revival. The base of Cabot Tower is 506 

ft. above sea level. 

The following description reveals how the new signalling 

station at Cabot Tower functioned in concert with the Cape 

Spear and Fort /Amherst lighthouses: 

Signal Hill is the main signalling station. The 

Cape and Fort /Amherst are subsidiary stations only, 

all connected by telephone. When Signal Hill is 

obscured by fog and the Cape and Fort Amherst are 

visible the reply to a vessel's signal at night 

will be answered from these sub-stations. Both 

keep watch by night and both will be provided with 

the necessary material for answering night signals 

and communicating these signals to the [harbour] 

pilots and the tug. It is proposed to place a 

brilliant electric flash-light on the Signal Tower 

to communicate both with the Town and vessels at 

sea. It will communicate with vessels direct at 

sea where possible, but when this is impracticable 

it will receive the information from the subsidiary 

stations at Fort Amherst and the Cape, or from Cape 

St. Francis. Signal Hill will remain as it always 
79 has been, the main signal station for St. John's. 

On 18 July it was reported that "arrangements for the all 

night signalling and the service of the port are now nearly 
i 4. A ..80 completed. 

Marconi 

Cabot Tower is often incorrectly identified with a major 
81 

event in world communications history. That is the recep
tion of the first transoceanic wireless message by Guglielmo 
Marconi on 12 December 1901. Marconi had first experimented 
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successfully with the transmission of electromagnetic waves 

over distances of up to li mi. in his home country of Italy 

in 1894-95. When the Italian government turned down his 

offer of a demonstration in 1895, Marconi decided to relocate 

in England. There, in June 1896, he conducted his first 

official tests, as a result of which he became known as the 

inventor of wireless. However, electromagnetic waves had 

been discovered by Heinrich Hertz in 1888, and since then 

others had sent wireless signals, though only over a few 
82 

yards. "" Marconi's contribution was the improvement of the 

existing technology so that greater distances became possible. 

In 1897 Marconi founded the Wireless Telegraph and Signal 

Company Limited, and two years later he sent the first mes

sage across the English Channel, a distance of 32 mi. But 
8 3 

there were two impediments to Marconi's work. The British 

Post Office possessed a monopoly of all telegraphic communica

tions in Britain, and similar restrictions existed in many 

other countries. It became obvious that if his company was 

to be commercially successful it would have to compete with 

the undersea cable companies. Then there was the problem 

of the scientific community, amongst which there were many 

who disbelieved Marconi's distance claims on theoretical 

grounds. It was generally held that electromagnetic waves, 

like light, could not bend around the surface of the earth, 

but instead went off tangentially into space. It was not 

until the 1920s that Appleton and Barnett proved the exis

tence of a reflecting layer, the ionosphere, in the upper 

84 

reaches of the earth's atmosphere. To surmount both ob

stacles, Marconi seized upon what seemed like an incredible 

idea: he would attempt to send a wireless signal across 

the Atlantic Ocean. The first step was the construction 

of a giant transmitting station at Poldhu cove in southwest 

Cornwall between October 1900 and March 1901. When this 

was nearly completed, Marconi went to the United States and 
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selected a site at South Wellfleet on Cape Cod, Massachusetts 

for the second super station. The project suffered a set

back on 17 September 1901 when all 20 masts at the Poldhu 

station were toppled in a violent storm. Within one week 

a temporary, but much less powerful, antenna system was in 

place. Then on 26 November disaster struck again when another 

storm blew down the signal masts at the American station. 

The outlook was bleak at this point, with Marconi's company 

(renamed in 1900 Marconi's Wireless Telegraph Company Limited) 

standing to lose its credibility as well as its £50,000 in

vestment. Determined to salvage something, Marconi decided 

to forget temporarily the notion of two-way transatlantic 

communication and to seek instead to send a one-way message 

from Poldhu to the point of nearest landfall in North America, 

the island of Newfoundland, 1,2 50 mi. away. 

Under the guise of investigating the possibility of 

establishing a ship-to-shore wireless station at Newfoundland, 

Marconi and his two assistants, P.W. Paget and G.S. Kemp, 

left England on 27 November. They arrived at St. John's 

on 6 December. There Marconi continued to conceal his actual 

intentions, telling local reporters that he would be attempt-
CD C 

ing to communicate with a ship 400 mi. at sea. The next 

day he and his assistants paid their first visit to Signal 

Hill, the site they ultimately chose (they also considered 
86 

Cape Spear). Signal Hill was geologically favourable for 
the experiment because there was no iron in the ground which 

87 
would interfere with the electromagnetic current. As the 

location for the assemblage of his receiving apparatus, 

Marconi selected a room on the ground floor of the unoccupied 
88 

fever end of Signal Hill Hospital. He did so with the 

permission of the Newfoundland government. The contract 

for preparing the ground was awarded to Moore and Company 

of St. John's. The preparation consisted of covering the 

ground in the vicinity of the receiving apparatus with large 
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sheets of zinc to ensure that the signal would be reflected 

toward the antenna and not absorbed into the hill. Marconi 

had brought a supply of wire for antennae, to be held aloft 

by balloons or kites. The antennae fed into the receiving 

apparatus, or signal detector, in the hospital. (See Figures 

71 - 72) Because the Poldhu signal was expected to be weak, 

Marconi elected not to use a Morse inker, which translated 

messages into print, and instead attached a telephone receiver 

to the detector, since the human ear would be better able 
89 to make out the signal. The attempt commenced on the 

eleventh, but that day strong winds disconnected the balloon 

90 

from its wire antenna. (See Figures 73 - 74) On the morn

ing of the twelfth, the wind now even stronger, two 510 ft. 

wires were put up via a single kite, but the kite was carried 

away. Then a second kite was flown, this one bearing 500 

ft. of wire. At 12:30 P.M. Newfoundland time Marconi heard 

the faint sound of three dots, the predetermined signal from 

Poldhu. After Kemp also listened to the historic signal 

(Paget was not inside the hospital at the time), it gradually 

faded amid static. Further efforts on the thirteenth were 

hampered by the wind and snow, rain, and hail. Weak signals 

were detected when the kites stayed up, but three kites blew 

away. The next day, with kite-flying clearly impossible, 

Kemp at one point attached an antenna wire to an iceberg 

in the narrows, but this also proved fruitless. Rather than 

stay longer and build a decent receiving mast, Marconi de

cided to break the news. He first notified his London office, 

and on the sixteenth informed the press. Soon his feat was 

known round the world. 

Marconi's subsequent application to the Newfoundland 

government for permission to erect a permanent wireless sta

tion in Newfoundland was blocked by the Anglo-American Tele

graph Company, which had been given a 50 year monopoly on 

cable landings by the government in 1854. The company now 
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construed this to include wireless telegraphy, which, as 

one commentator put it, "at the time of the granting of these 

privileges, was certainly not contemplated by either the 
91 grantor or the grantee." As a result, Marconi accepted 

an offer from the Nova Scotian government, and in 1902 estab

lished a station at Table Head in Glace Bay, Cape Breton 

Island. On 15 December that year the first transatlantic 

wireless service was inaugurated. 

Marconi's company did not return to St. John's until 

the First World War. In 1915 they constructed the Mount 
92 

Pearl wireless station for the use of the Admiralty. This 

station remained open until 1924. It was 1920 before they 

turned again to Signal Hill, and once more it became the 

site of an important communications event. The occasion 

was the first transatlantic wireless transmission of the 

human voice. In the spring of 1920, three engineers of the 

Canadian Marconi Company came to St. John's and set up a 

temporary transmitting station on Signal Hill, with head-
93 quarters in Cabot Tower. From here, on 23 July, they made 

wireless telephone contact with the R.M.S. Victorian, then 

steaming out of England. This contact was maintained through

out the vessel's Atlantic crossing. Afterward, the temporary 

signal station was dismantled and sent to Glace Bay, except 

for two tubes from the equipment used in the experiment, 
94 which were presented to the Newfoundland Museum. 

The Canadian Marconi Company Wireless Station at Cabot Tower, 

1933-60 

On 12 August 1933 the Canadian Marconi Company opened a wire

less communication station on the second floor of Cabot Tower. 

(See Figure 75) The station informed ships in the area of 

ice conditions, gave directions for entering the harbour 

in fog, and listened for distress signals. Another important 
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service was the provision of a communications link with 

Labrador and northeastern Newfoundland. By 1937 there were 

ten Marconi stations in Labrador, six of which were open 
95 

only during the fishing season. Seven more stations were 

located along the Newfoundland coast. Personal messages 

or requests for supplies were sent to St. John's by point-

to-point communication. That is, they were passed from one 

wireless station to another down the coast until Cabot Tower 
96 was reached. The Marconi operators at the tower were known 

as double service men, since they received messsages in Inter

national code and then had to transmit them in Morse code 

over a land line from Cabot Tower to the St. John's post 
97 office. The Cabot Tower station was not powerful enough 

to make transatlantic transmissions, so messages for Europe 

were relayed via Glace Bay. The company's Cabot Tower opera

tion ceased in 1960. The Marconi station was a separate 

enterprise from the visual flag signalling, which continued 

to be performed from the deck of Cabot Tower until 1958. 

The Waldegrave Battery Powder Magazines 

The only other Signal Hill buildings which we know much about 

for the post-1870 period are the ones located at Waldegrave 

Battery. As described in the preceding chapter, this battery 

was reactivated in World War I by the Newfoundland Legion 

of Frontiersmen in co-operation with the Newfoundland Royal 

Naval Reserve. In 1920 the main building of the fort was 

sold and converted into a dance hall, which was later torn 
98 down. The two powder magazines remained in use after the 

war. One was purchased by a group of local firms who imported 

explosives, while the second (the 1830s imperial magazine) 

reverted to the Newfoundland government, who rented space 
99 in it to other St. John's businesses. The former was known 

as the Merchants' Magazine, and the latter the Government 
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Magazine. The Government Magazine was located outside the 

fort. A sort of legalized vandalism caused the gradual dis

appearance of the First World War buildings, and also ad

versely affected the powder magazines. Apparently, after 

the war, Commander MacDermott of the naval reserve gave the 

residents of Signal Hill and the Battery permission to dis

mantle the fort. Many used the stone to lay new founda

tions for their homes, while some of it was used in the con

struction of a new wall around the Newfoundland Hotel in 
1 01 

1934. This, plus the effect of age, led to the deteriora
tion of the Government Magazine, so that in 1934 the govern-

1 02 ment was forced to cancel its storage contracts. The 

government subsequently attempted to protect the magazine 
103 by boarding it up, but it again fell prey to vandalism. 

In 1943 the Chief Health Inspector reported that the structure 

posed a menace to public health and safety, and recommended 
104 

that it be torn down. Before acting on this, the govern
ment consulted both the Newfoundland Tourist Development 

Board and the Newfoundland Historical Society, but neither 
105 

body considered the magazine to be of any historical value. 

With the way thus cleared, the government disposed of the 

magazine by allowing the Church of England churchwardens 

to remove the stone for use in effecting repairs to the Church 
1 0 ft 

of England Cathedral. 
The Merchants' Magazine outlived its partner, though 

not by much. When it was used, this magazine usually held 
107 

not less than 25,000 lb. of explosives. In 1936 it re
verted to the Crown, and it does not seem to have been uti-

108 
lized after this. In 1947 the Chief of Police informed 

the Department of Public Works that "the stone has been taken 

out of some parts of the exterior of the building consequently 

it is being undermined to such an extent that it may collapse 
109 at any time." (See Figures 76 - 77) Three years later, 

in 1.950, the magazine was levelled under the supervision 
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of the Chief Building Inspector. Today, most of the orig

inal area of Waldegrave Battery is covered by a parking lot, 

with only the remains of the parapet showing outside the 

parking area. (See Figure 78) Below the parapet, an amateur

ish engraving in the rock salutes Commander A. MacDermott 

of the Newfoundland Royal Naval Reserve. 

Conclusion 

Signal Hill, then, was more than an important military post. 

It also possesses a rich history in the fields of communica

tions and medicine. We know much less about these latter 

aspects, but further research should add to our awareness 

of them. 
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Conclusion 

For much of the 17th century the British government was reluc

tant to erect permanent fortifications in Newfoundland for 

fear that they would serve as an inducement to settlement, 

which would in turn adversely affect the number of sailors 

available to the Royal Navy in Britain. But the need for 

fortifications became obvious after the French destruction 

of St. John's in 1696, and the restriction was lifted. Though 

the French were banished from Plaisance by the Treaty of 

Utrecht in 1713, they retained some fishing and drying 

privileges in Newfoundland, and in 1763 also received 

St. Pierre and Miquelon; throughout the century they con

tinued to covet the Newfoundland fishery. They captured 

St. John's briefly in 1762, and their ambitions in Newfound

land were a contributing factor in their decision to enter 

the American War of Independence on the side of the rebels. 

The last planned attempt on St. John's in 1796 was foiled 

because part of the French fleet was unable to get through 

the Royal Navy's blockade, ever regarded as Newfoundland's 

primary line of defence. 

The first official defences of St. John's were erected 

in the aftermath of the successful French effort of 1696. 

Fort William, the main work, overlooked the harbour proper, 

while two batteries secured the narrows. Fort William with

stood a second French attack in 1705, but succumbed in 170 9. 

Though the fort's proximity to higher ground was long cause 

for concern, it was 1762 before the first practical demon

stration of this weakness occurred. That year a British 

expeditionary force drove the French from Signal Hill and 

fired at pleasure into Fort William, forcing the French into 
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a quick surrender. When peace returned in 176 3, there were 

two options available to the British: they could build a 

new fort out of the range of Signal Hill, or they could occupy 

the hill itself. They chose the former, probably because 

it was less expensive, and in the 1770s constructed Fort 

Townshend, west of Fort William. During the American War 

of Independence, the harbour and narrows defences were sup

plemented by batteries at some of the good landing places 

outside St. John's. The fact was that the French had not 

attempted to force the narrows since 1696, but preferred 

instead to advance overland upon the town from the south. 

The British themselves adopted this tactic in 1762, though 

they disembarked at Torbay, north of St. John's. In the 

1790s, with France and Britain at war again, the emphasis 

shifted from outworks and harbour defences to the securing 

of the narrows and the development of Signal Hill as the 

post of ultimate retreat. This change seems to have come 

about primarily as a result of strategical considerations 

rather than financial ones. Indeed, the Signal Hill project 

was the most ambitious ever undertaken in St. John's up to 

that time. The reasoning was that, as long as Signal Hill 

was fortified, an enemy would neither be able to hold St. 

John's nor take the narrows works in reverse in order to 

allow his ships to take possession of the harbour. During 

the Napoleonic and 1812 Wars, only the Signal Hill narrows 

batteries reached the desired state of preparedness. The 

summit, which was to have been the focal point, languished 

while the Commanding Royal Engineer, Captain Elias W. Durn-

ford, badgered the Board of Ordnance for their approval of 

his plan for placing a Martello tower at Ladies' Lookout. 

The Board procrastinated, and when it finally did authorize 

Durnford's scheme it became a casualty of postwar retrench

ment. 

In the 19th century, France relinquished her territorial 
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ambitions in North America and contented herself with St. 

Pierre and Miquelon and the French Shore in Newfoundland. 

But while Britain had nothing to fear from France, the United 

States posed a new threat, as evidenced by the War of 1812. 

In a major review of the defences of St. John's in 182 7, 

Colonel Gustavus Nicolls recommended a new plan of develop

ment for Signal Hill, one which envisioned a number of towers 

strategically placed to render the hill a formidable place 

of retreat. However, the project was enormously expensive, 

and was never realized. Still, Signal Hill became the centre 

of military construction in St. John's in the 1830s and early 

1840s. During the 1850s, the garrison at St. John's began 

to feel the effects of one of the major movements in British 

military history: the reduction of the imperial garrisons. 

There had always been a minority in Britain who were critical 

of the high costs of maintaining garrisons in the colonies, 

but these became a majority in the late 1840s after Britain 

entered the free trade era and granted responsible government 

to many of her colonies. Military spending in the colonies 

was regarded as being incompatible with their new commercial 

and political freedom. Around the same time, rising Euro

pean militarism focussed national attention on the dispersed 

nature of the British army, and there was increasing demand 

to concentrate it for home defence. The process of imperial 

garrison reduction was interrupted temporarily by the American 

Civil War. Strained relations between Britain and the Union 

made conflict a distinct possibility, and there was a rush 

of military construction and garrison reinforcement through

out British North America. 

In the Civil War years, the accent of construction was 

again on the defence of the narrows. The failure to erect 

outworks and to fortify the summit of Signal Hill was no 

doubt partly due to financial limitations, but also to the 

fact that, of all the British North American colonies, 
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Newfoundland was the farthest away from the United States, 

and therefore stood much less chance of being attacked. 

After the war, when the threat of American invasion passed, 

all the British North American garrisons save those at 

Halifax and Esquimault were withdrawn. This was achieved 

in St. John's in 1870. 

Between 1870 and 1914 the defences of St. John's were 

completely neglected. The Newfoundland government could 

not afford to keep them in repair, and when the economic 

picture began to improve around the turn of the century, 

Newfoundland's contribution to imperial defence took the 

form of a local branch of the Royal Naval Reserve. Also, 

there were no international emergencies in this period which 

would have merited a defence buildup in Newfoundland. The 

first half of the 20th century witnessed two major inter

national conflicts. Because World War I was confined large

ly to Europe, there was not much concern in Newfoundland 

for home defence. The only defensive work which was reacti

vated was Waldegrave Battery. While this represented a con

tinuation of the historic emphasis on narrows defences, it 

was no longer sufficient. The development of rifled ord

nance from mid-19th century meant that ships no longer had 

to enter St. John's harbour in order to fire on the town. 

They could now simply stand off the coast and fire over 

Signal Hill. As recognized in late 19th century defence 

reports, the narrows works should have assumed a secondary 

role to long range guns on Signal Hill. That this was not 

done is probably explained by the conviction that the Royal 

Navy would be able to contain the German high fleet in Euro

pean waters. In World War II, the German occupation of 

western Europe and the subsequent collapse of blockade meant 

that Newfoundland's traditional advance defensive line 

could no longer be relied on. At the same time, the in

creased sophistication of the instruments of warfare had 
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rendered Newfoundland's security a matter of vital concern 

to both Canada and the United States. These factors con

tributed to the wartime occupation of Newfoundland by the 

armed forces of both countries. Unlike in the First World 

War, this time the St. John's defence network reflected the 

advances which had taken place in gunnery since the 19th 

century. Indeed, it was now necessary to place guns at Cape 

Spear and Red Cliff Head to cover all of St. John's Bay. 

These guns possessed ranges of over 8 mi., compared with 

the 1£ mi. range of most pre-1850s guns. The close range 

guns at Fort Amherst formed the secondary line in the coast 

defence scheme, while Fort Chain Rock in the narrows assumed 

tertiary importance. The American emphasis on mobile artil

lery demonstrated that St. John's was as susceptible to land 

attack in the 20th century as it had been in the 17th, if 

not moreso because of the modern road network linking the 

capital to the major outports of the Avalon Peninsula. The 

military utilization of Signal Hill formed another thread 

of continuity with the past. Although the American 155-

mm. mobile coast artillery guns were kept on the hill, more 

needs to be known about the role of Signal Hill Battery in 

the coast defence scheme. Its use as an anti-aircraft bat

tery was proof that the hill had not been bypassed as a re

sult of the new technology, but was actually adaptable to 

it. This adaptability is perhaps the most remarkable aspect 

of Signal Hill's military history, and is certainly the main 

reason for its survival as a strategic military site in the 

St. John's area over a period spanning three centuries. 

In the previous chapter, Signal Hill's role in the his

tory of communications and medicine in St. John's was de

scribed, and the point made that, although we know more about 

its military history, these other facets are equally important. 

Yet, even they do not tell the whole story of Signal Hill 

and its close ties to St. John's. The hill appealed to the 
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local "townie" as a place for picnics, Sunday walks, and 

the like. It received the greatest number of visitors during 

the sealing season, when upwards of a thousand people were 

known to flock to the hill to catch a glimpse of the first 

vessel (the "high-liner") returning from the hunt, and to 

cheer it into the narrows. The following is an excellent 

account of the phenomenon in 1895: 

There is a natural bent at spring time, in the 

minds of citizens, to give a big lookout on Sunday 

at Signal Hill, for the first sealer, if possible. 

This spring there were inopportune arrivals and 

stormy Sundays intervening. But yesterday, late 

in the season though it was, an opportunity of

fered. A steamer was signalled early in the after

noon, the day was very fine for the ascension, and 

a large concourse of people, of every class, did 

ascend, and had much agreeable intercourse with 

their friends .... As the ship rounded up for the 

Narrows, hundreds of people ran to the batteries 

to witness her sailing through and up the harbour, 

and were much pleased with the spectacle. The 

descent was then pleasantly made for home, in good 

time for tea, for which there were sharpened 
4--4- 2 

appetites. 

Crowds also assembled on the hill prior to the hunt on the 

day when the fleet departed St. John's for the ice. This 

is depicted in an unintentionally amusing manner in Varick 

Frissell's 1931 film The Viking. In one scene the heroine 

is at the waterfront of St. John's harbour among the crowd 

seeing the men off, and then suddenly she is at Queen's 

Battery watching the ships negotiate the narrows. While 

this likely escaped the notice of the American audiences 

for whom the film was made, any Newfoundlander knows that 

it is a good half-hour walk from the waterfront to that 
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particular part of Signal Hill. In the winters, when 

George's and Deadman's Ponds froze over, Signal Hill became 

a popular spot for skating. According to the Evening Tele

gram of 20 August 1901, Signal Hill was also one of "the 

most frequented resorts of the many tourists who visit our 

city...." Much of this social side of Signal Hill's history 

is depicted in Lydia Chancey's 1911 poem "Signal Hill," which, 

however crude by today's literary standards, makes an inter

esting historical document. (See Appendix A) 

Then there were the myths. Two of the most common were 

that George's Pond was bottomless, and that there was an 

underground channel running from it into the sea. As to 

the first, the pond is approximately 80 ft. deep at its deep-
4 

est point. The second is effectively debunked in this ex
cerpt from an article written by a New-York Times reporter 
who visited St. John's in 1890: 

In a hollow just below the highest ridge of Signal 

Hill lies a tiny lake, or rather pond .... I in

wardly wonder whether this mass of water, hung in 

such a strange fashion right over the little town, 

may not some day become the instrument of a second 

Johnstown flood on a smaller scale; but our oblig

ing host, Mr. Edgar Bowring of St. John's, while 

driving us along the border of the lake in his 

carriage, effectually disposes of this alarmist 

theory. "There cannot be much danger of that," says 

he, "if it's true that (as the people here say) 

there's a secret opening connecting this lake with 

the sea." ...; and there's a legend current in 

these parts that a soldier once fell in there and 

was drowned, and that his body was found next 

morning floating down yonder in the harbour. It's 

a very picturesque story, and the only objection 

which I can see to it is that if the body could 

get out into the sea, why on earth doesn't all the 
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water of the lake go out too by the same road? 

Another likely myth is the story behind the naming of Dead-

man's Pond. Supposedly, when the bodies of criminals were 

cut down from the gibbet, they were stuffed into weighted 

barrels and rolled down Gibbet Hill into the pond. Dead-

man's Pond, too, was thought to be bottomless. More probable 

is the accepted origin of the appellation "Ladies' Lookout." 

Apparently, the women of Quidi Vidi went there to "look out" 

for their men if they were late returning from the fishing 

grounds. 

One undeniable fact of Signal Hill is the harshness 

of the weather there. The following passage from Elias Durn-

ford's recollections gives an idea of the dangers which con

fronted soldiers stationed on the hill in the early years 

of the 19th century: 

Deep snow and high drifts debarred, during the 

long winter months, all field exercise to the 

troops; though fearful at this season were the 

risks to which the soldiers on duty, visiting 

officers, and relieving parties, were exposed. 

The sentinel was not unfrequently found frozen 

to death, and ... life was often hazarded in 
7 

visiting by night the various detached posts. 

This agrees with Harvey's revelations in the 1840s. It was 

a rule among the staff of Signal Hill Hospital that, for 

safety's sake, no one would attempt to ascend the hill alone. 

On more than one occasion the Canadian Marconi operators 

had to wade through waist-deep snow in order to get to Cabot 

Tower, and at other times were reduced to crawling as the 

only means of making progress over the icy road in the face 
9 

of high winds. The hill almost possesses a climate of 

its own, for at the same time that calm prevails in St. John's, 

a strong wind may be blowing on the summit, which is, after 

all, 500 ft. above sea level. By the same token, Signal 
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Hill may be enveloped in fog while the sun shines on St. 

John's. 

Signal Hill has absorbed the punishment of the elements, 

has been quarried and scarped, and has lost most of its conif

erous cover. Its man-made structures have fared poorly, 

with none of the original 18th and 19th century works remain

ing, except for Cabot Tower, built between 1898 and 190 0. 

Some of these structures, like the Waldegrave Battery powder 

magazines, were consciously demolished by man; some, such 

as St. George's and Signal Hill Hospitals, were destroyed 

by fire; and others, like houses A and B, were wrecked by 

the pervasive wind. But the entity known as Signal Hill 

still endures. The hill's survival is the theme of Chancey's 

poem, and it is her hope that her readers may be "like the 

hill," that they may "Stand firm, be upright still." To 

Chancey, Signal Hill is a symbol of survival. In a city 

that has been plagued by tragic fires, notably those of 1816, 

1817, 1846, and 1892, and where the environment has always 

exacted its toll from both the buildings and the people who 

dwell in them, the struggle for existence has constituted 

a central historical theme. Because of this, Signal Hill 

possesses a significance which transcends its contributions 

to the military, communications, medical, and social history 

of St. John's. On a deeper level, it may be viewed as a 

symbol of St. John's itself, and of its own will to survive. 
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Appendix A. "Signal Hill," by Lydia Chancey. 

Sometimes we sit lamenting 

As memory traces back, 

The old familiar landmarks 

We miss from off our track. 

For they're driving cars and engines 

Where our feet were wont to skate, 

And they motor over by-paths 

Where our lovers used to wait. 

But there's one left still, 

Dear old 'Signal Hill.' 

They have made a solid path way 

Where we plied the gentle oar; 

And the merry boating parties 

Hold sway there now no more. 

And mighty ships from the waters 

Are lifted high and dry, 

And Leviathans of the ocean 

Are handled like a toy. 

So turn we still 

To our own loved hill. 

'Tis loved as when in childhood 

We frolicked off from school; 

When to reach the wondrous spy glass 

We were helped upon a stool. 

But, of the hands that clasped our fingers, 

Naught is left but mouldering clay, 

Like the old familiar landmarks, 

Missing, too, from off our way. 

But the grand old hill 

Points Heavenward still. 
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Sometimes we quiz the children, 

How would they like to slide, 

From the Cathedral down the hill sides 

Right to the water side? 

But visions of cars and motors 

Say it can't be done; 

They vote we are only joking, 

That we're only poking fun. 

These pleasures are nill, 

'Tis an everlasting hill. 

How oft in distant countries, 

When the very air is still, 

What would the wanderer give 

To stand again on Signal Hill. 

To gaze out upon the ocean, 

To drink in its blest ozone, 

Would give to this life of his a zest 

Those shattered nerves would tone. 

But in memory still, 

He sees his native hill. 

But once a year this hill top 

Bears the print of many feet, 

And anxious eyes are watching 

The first coming of the fleet. 

For many a ship is signalled, 

And many a ship sails o'er, 

And the saddened eyes oft watching 

For the ship that comes no more. 

Scan the flagstaff still 

On old Signal Hill. 
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Lift up thine eyes to the hill sides 

From whence thy help comest free, 

As the hills are around Jerusalem, 

So the Lord guardeth thee 

Though the waves have lashed its strong 

holds, 

And the torrents torn its brow, 

And its sides are seamed and chasmed 

Yet it never deigns to bow. 

So, may we, like the hill, 

Stand firm, be upright still. 

Source: Christmas Bells, No. 21 (1912), p.3. 
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Appendix B. Key Map: Signal Hill and Area, 1791 - 1867. 

This composite map showing the structures of Signal Hill is 

based on maps in the National Map Collection, Public Archives 

Canada, and in the War Office Papers. These are listed in 

Ingram, "Structural History of the Fortifications and 

Military Buildings at Signal Hill." The author is indebted 

to the work done by Messrs. George Ingram, David Webber, and 

Jean-Pierre Proulx for the National Historic Parks and Sites 

Branch of Parks Canada in the preparation of the map. 

The reader is advised that some of the map is speculative, 

as many of the original maps indicated only proposed build

ings, not existing ones. In the case of Queen's Battery, 

some of the structures shown are taken from the Eagar print 

(Figure 21), which is not entirely trustworthy. The positions 

given for components of the workshop complex are purely 

speculative. They were, however, definitely located on the 

flat between the summit and Queen's Battery. The author has 

attempted, so far as was possible, to include in the text of 

this report all buildings known to have been erected during 

the period under study. 

The key map is divided into six sub-maps, each detailing 

a specific area. These are reproduced in enlarged form on 

the next six pages. A conversion chart explaining what each 

number stands for is provided on pp. 176-178. Where possible 

the known or approximate date when construction began has also 

been given. Height is indicated in metric measure. 
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MAP-6 
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Conversion Chart: 

No. Structure 

1 Chain Rock Battery (17th century) 

2 Frederick's Battery (1745) 

3 Wallace's Battery (1795) 

4 Fort Amherst (1771) 

5 Guard House (1791) 

6 Blockhouse (1795) 

7 Duke of York's Battery (1796) 

8 South Circular Battery (1802) 

9 North Circular Battery (18.02) 

10 Mortar Platform (1797) 

11 Guard House (1797) 

12 Laboratory (1798) 

13 Bog House (1797) 

14 Guard House (1841) 

15 Well (1797) 

16 Laboratory (1797) 

17 Mortar Platform (1797) 

18 Barrack(1796) 

19 Small Royal Mortar Platform (1797) 

20 North Battery (1798) 

21 North Point Battery (1798) 

22 Queen's Battery, Gun Positions (1796) 

23 Queen's Battery, Barrack (1796) 

24 Gun Platform (1797) 

25 Traverse (1797) 

26 Masonry Wall (1797) 

27 Stockade (ca. 1800) 

28 Powder Magazine Service Building (1798) 

29 Powder Magazine 
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30 Waldegrave Battery (1798) 

31 Flanking Battery (1800) 

32 Utility Building or Barrack (ca. 1800) 

33 Officers' Barrack (1804) 

34 Ordnance Store (1805) 

35 Carriage Shed (1806) 

36 Bog House 

3 7 Shed 

38 Well (ca. 1810) 

39 Forge (1811) 

40 Temporary Stores (1809) 

41 Soldiers' Barrack (ca. 1800) 

42 Well (ca. 1810) 

43 Retaining Wall 

4 4 Dry Rubble Parapet Wall 

4 5 Battery for Four 24-pounders 

46 Carpenters' Shop/Artificers* Barrack (1811) 

4 7 Artificers' Workshops (1811) 

48 Section of Workshop Complex (1811) 

49 Sergeants' Quarters (1811) 

50 Well (1811) 

51 Commissariat Store (ca. 1812) 

52 Guard House (1813) 

53 Shifting Room and Cooperage (ca. 1812) 

54 Blockhouse (1815) 

55 Queen's Battery, Barrack (1831) 

56 Engine Shed or Carpenters' Shop 

57 Magazine Service Buildings 

58 Carriage Shed (1836) 

5 9 Temporary Stores 

60 Commissariat Store (1835) 

61 Stable (1836) 

62 Forage Shed (ca. 1830) 

63 Officers' Barrack (1836) 
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64 Commissariat Fuel Yard (1835) 

6 5 Bog House 

66 Wash House and Ash Pit (ca. 1835) 

67 Stable (1835) 

68 Facilities for Officers' Barrack (ca. 1836) 

69 Soldiers' Barrack (1837) 

70 Facilities for Soldiers' Barrack (1839) 

71 Guard House (1841) 

72 Canteen (1835) 

73 George's Pond Hospital/Barrack (1842) 

74 Sentry Boxes or Mortar Platforms 

75 Commissariat Fuel Yard (ca. 1812) 

76 Laboratory 

77 Laboratory and Magazine (1832) 

78 Bog House 

79 Brick Building (1831 - Eagar Print) 

80 Powder Magazine 

81 Shifting Room (1867) 

82 Powder Magazine (1867) 

83 Carronade Battery (1797) 
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Glossary 

ARMOURY. Structure in which arms are kept 

BLOCKHOUSE. Defensive structure built primarily of timber, 

with square lower story and an overhanging upper 

story. Loopholes in the floor of the upper story per

mitted downward musket fire at an attacker; embrasures 

in the sides of the upper story were for cannon fire. 

BREASTWORK. Detached wall or parapet, usually breast high, 

providing cover for infantry in the field 

CARRONADE. Large-calibre, short gun, with limited range. 

Carronades were used on land in confined areas of a 

fort, or to provide flanking fire. 

CASEMATE. Vaulted chamber, often built under the ramparts 

of a fort, used as a barrack, battery, or both 

COMMISSARIAT. Military department responsible for providing 

food and supplies to the forces 

EMBRASURE. Opening in a wall or rampart to permit cannon 

fire through it 

ESCARPMENT. Steep wall immediately in front of and below 

the rampart or stockade of a fort, or the inside wall 

of a ditch running round the fort 

FLANK. Part of a defensive work which defends another through 

flanking fire 

GLACIS. Long gradual slope leading up to a fortification, 

and covered by the guns of the fortification 

GUN PLATFORM. Level place for mounting guns in a defensive 

work 

HOWITZER. Short piece of ordnance which fires at high angles 

LABORATORY. Building used for the manufacture and/or exam

ination of ammunition and other combustible stores 
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MARTELLO TOWER. Circular defensive work with massive walls, 

containing a powder magazine, barrack accommodations, 

and with embrasures for musket and cannon fire. Martello 

towers were generally used in coastal defence, but were 

also adaptable to the defence of mountainous or hilly 

terrain. 

MORTAR. Short piece of ordnance which fires at high angles 

PARAPET. Defensive earthen or stone wall atop a rampart 

or at the edge of a gun platform, designed both to pro

tect the defenders and to keep them from falling over 

the edge 

POWDER MAGAZINE. Strongly built structure in which gunpowder 

and cartridges are stored 

RAMPART. Raised mound of earth around a fortification, able 

to resist cannon shot, and usually topped by a parapet 

RAVELIN. Outwork of a fortification, two sides of which 

form a salient angle. In the case of Signal Hill, the 

entrance to the summit was through the ravelin. 

RETAINING WALL. Wall built to enclose and support the face 

of a body of earth. In the case of Signal Hill, the 

retaining wall formed the seaward edge of the summit. 

SALIENT ANGLE. Angle pointing away from a fortification 

SHIFTING ROOM. Room attached to a powder magazine, the 

exact use of which is not certain, but in which shells 

were possibly loaded with powder 

STOCKADE. Defensive barrier, usually of wooden stakes, with 

loop-holes for gun fire 

TERREPLEIN. Sloping bank of earth behind a wall or rampart 
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Note on Ordnance 

Prior to 1700, the standard method of differentiating between 

various sizes of ordnance was to give each the name of a 

particular monster or bird of prey: Dragon, Falcon, Drake, 

and so on. Around this date, however, it became common to 

refer to guns by the weight (in pounds) of their projectiles. 

Thus, a 24-pounder did not itself weigh 24 pounds, just its 

shot did. Other pieces, such as mortars and howitzers, came 

to be known by the diameter (in inches) of their bores. In 

the 1860s, after the introduction of rifled ordnance, the 

first guns incorporating steel in their construction were, 

for a while, denoted by their weight (in tons), but this 

eventually gave way to bore diameter. During the First and 

Second World Wars, projectile weight and bore diameter re

mained the basis of ordnance nomenclature. 
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1 St. John's Harbour, 168 9. (John Thornton, Atlas Maritimus 

[London: n.p., ca. 17003 • Reproduced in Paul O'Neill, The 

Oldest City: The Story of St. John's, Newfoundland. [Erin, 

Ontario: Press Porcepic], 1975 , Vol. 1, p. 9.) 
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2 French Route of 1696-97. (Leslie Harris, Newfoundland 

and Labrador: A Brief History [Toronto: J.M. Dent and 

Sons (Canada), 1968], p. 58.) 
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3 St. John's Harbour, 16 98. A indicates King William's 

Fort, B and C the narrows batteries, and F the narrows 

cable. D was an "Old Battery Without gunns," possibly 

the one erected in 1691. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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4 Fort William, 1709. (PRO, CO. 194/24, fol. 392, 

"The Ichnography & Orthography of the Fort of St. 

John's in Newfoundland as it is now Rebuilt by 

Captain Joseph Taylor," 170 9.) 
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5 The French Shore in Newfoundland (Drawn by John Gasparac, 

Parks Canada.) 



251 



252 

6 Fort William, ca. 1750. George's Battery is denoted 

by i. (PRO, CO. 194/24, fol. 188.) 
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7 The Recapture of St. John's, 1762. Key: A - unfinished 

French battery; B - site of Battle of Signal Hill; C -

French 4-gun battery; D - southside narrows battery; 

E - French 3-gun battery; F - British gun position, estab

lished 16 Sept.; G - British gun position, established 

16 Sept. (William Amherst, The Recapture of St. John's 

Newfoundland in 176 2 as described in the Journal of 

Lieut.-Colonel William Amherst, Commander of the British 

Expeditionary Force, ed. John Clarence Webster [N.p.: 

privately printed, 1928], see plan facing back cover.) 
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8 Edwards's Battery, Quidi Vidi Harbour, 1780. (PRO, 

CO. 194/35, fol. 55, "Sketch of the Entrance into 

Quiddy Viddy Harbour shewing the Situation of Edwards's 

Battery to defend the Gut," 1780.) 
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9 Cuckold Cove Battery, 1780. (PRO, CO. 194/35, fol. 

59, "Sketch of Cuckold's Cove, with the Lines and 

Batteries to prevent a Landing," 1780.) 
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10 St. John's Harbour, 1784. Key: A - Fort Townshend; 

D - Fort William; E - Chain Rock Battery; F - Chain Rock; 

G - Signal Station, Signal Hill; H - Amherst's Tower; 

K - Frederick's Battery; L - Pancake Rock (Public 

Archives Canada.) 
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11 Signal Hill and Area. (Drawn by John Gasparac, Parks 

Canada.) 
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12 Code of Ships' Signals, ca. 1800. (Metropolitan Toronto 

Library, J. Ross Robertson Collection.) 
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13 Plan of the Top of Signal Hill, 1801. B indicates the 

Signal Hill blockhouse, then the focal point of the sum

mit defences. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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14 Signal Hill Powder Magazine, 1841. (PRO, W.O. 55/2802, 

fol. 5, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. Lloyd, R.E., 

11 May 1841.) 
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15 Plan of North Range Soldiers' Barrack, Signal Hill, 1841. 

(PRO, W.O. 55/2802, fol. 3, drawn by Lieutenant Edward 

T. Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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16 Officers' and Soldiers' Barracks, Signal Hill, 1831. 

(PRO, W.O. 44/163, fol. 315, "Plan of the Infantry 

Barracks on Signal Hill"; "Plan of the Officers 

Barracks on Signal Hill," 1830'.) 
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17 Plan of Officers' Old Barrack, Signal Hill, 1841. 

(PRO, W.O. 55/2802, fol. 6, drawn by Lieutenant Edward 

T. Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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18 Amherst's Tower, ca. 1790. This was the tower as it 

looked prior to its early 19th century reconstruction. 

(Public Archives Canada.) 
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19 Plan of Queen's Battery Barrack, 1841. This plan would 

imply some renovation of the barrack since 1833. (PRO, 

W.O. 55/2802, fol. 6, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. 

Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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20 Plan of Store and Expense Magazine, Queen's Battery, 

1841. (PRO, W.O. 55/2802, fol. 5, drawn by Lieutenant 

Edward T. Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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21 Town and Harbour of St. John's, 1831. This painting, 

done by W. Eagar in 1831, shows Queen's Battery in the 

foreground. It should be used guardedly, as it depicts 

the new barrack as fully completed; but the renovation 

of Queen's Battery did not begin until 1832. (Public 

Archives Canada.) 
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22 Waldegrave Battery, 1851. (PRO, W.O. 55/2988, following 

fol. 13, "Plan No. II. St. John's, Newfoundland. Plan 

showing the Ordnance Buildings situated in St. John's 

and its vicinity ....", 20 Aug. 1851.) 
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23 Waldegrave Battery Barrack, 1841. (PRO, W.O. 55/2802, 

fol. 6, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. Lloyd, R.E., 

11 May 1841.) 
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24 Expense Magazine, Waldegrave Battery, 1841. (PRO, 

W.O. 55/2802, fol. 5, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. 

Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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25 Chain Rock Battery, 1851. (PRO, W.O. 55/2988, following 

fol. 13, "Plan No. II. St. John's, Newfoundland. Plan 

showing the Ordnance Buildings situated in St. John's 

and its vicinity ....", 20 Aug. 1851.) 
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26 Chain Rock Battery Barrack, 1841. (PRO, W.O. 55/2802, 

fol. 6, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. Lloyd, R.E., 

11 May 1841.) 
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27 Expense Magazine, Chain Rock Battery, 1841. (PRO, 

W.O. 55/2802, fol. 5, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. 

Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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28 Plan of Shifting Room and Cooperage, Signal Hill, 1841. 

(PRO, W.O. 55/2802, fol. 8, drawn by Lieutenant Edward 

T. Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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29 Plan of Ordnance Store, Signal Hill, 1841. (PRO 

W.O. 55/2802, fol. 5, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. 

Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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30 Plan of Canteen, Signal Hill, 1841. (PRO, W.O. 55/2802, 

fol. 7, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. Lloyd, R.E., 

11 May 1841.) 
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31 Plan of Commissariat Store, Signal Hill, 1841. (PRO, 

W.O. 55/2802, fol. 8, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. 

Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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32 Plan of Carriage Shed and Engine House, Signal Hill, 

1841. (PRO, W.O. 55/2802, fol. 5, drawn by Lieutenant 

Edward T. Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 
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33 Plan of Soldiers' Barrack, Signal Hill, 1841. (PRO, 

W.O. 55/2802, fol. 9, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. 

Lloyd, R.E., 11 May 1841.) 





30 8 

34 Facilities at Soldiers' Barrack, Signal Hill, 1839. 

(PRO, W.O. 55/874, fol. 430, "To accompany Estimate 

for completing the new range of Soldiers Barracks on 

Signal Hill Newfoundland dated 30th July 1839.") 
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35 Plan showing relationship between Officers' and Soldiers' 

Masonry Barracks and Facilities, Signal Hill, 1839. 

(PRO, W.O. 55/874, fol. 467, drawn by Lieutenant Edward 

T. Lloyd, R.E., 10 Aug. 1839.) 
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36 Plan of Well Shed, Signal Hill, 1839. (PRO, W.O. 55/874, 

fol. 457, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. Lloyd, R.E., 

30 March 1839.) 
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37 Sketch showing relationship between Houses A, B, C, and 

D. Note also the position of the wells at either end 

of the barracks range. (PRO, W.O. 55/880, fol. 796, 

drawn by Lieutenant B. Binney, R.E., 17 Jan. 1846.) 
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38 Chimnies of Officers' and Soldiers' Barracks, Signal 

Hill, 1841. (PRO, W.O. 55/876, fol. 552, drawn by 

Lieutenant John Bayly, R.E., 23 July 1841.) 
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39 Summit of Signal Hill, 1841. Many of the structures 

shown here, such as the towers at A and B, were merely 

proposed. However, the concentration of most of the 

existing buildings, notably the stone barracks (e), com

missariat store (1), and facilities along the eastern 

extremity of Signal Hill ridge, is striking. This was 

a most exposed area. (PRO, W.O. 55/876, fol. 562, 

drawn by Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Richard Bonnycastle, 

C.R.E., 27 Sept. 1841.) 
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40 Plan showing proposed mode of converting Officers' and 

Soldiers' Barracks, Signal Hill, into Storehouses, 1842. 

(PRO, W.O. 55/878, fol. 427, drawn by Lieutenant John 

Bayly, R.E., 1 June 1842.) 
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41 Plan showing proposed mode of converting Officers' and 

Soldiers' Barracks, Signal Hill, into Storehouses, 1842. 

(PRO, W.O. 55/877, fol. 595, drawn by Lieutenant J. 

Bayly, R.E., 10 Oct. 1842.) 
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4 2 Block Plan of George's Pond Hospital/Barrack, Signal 

Hill, showing proposed Out Buildings, 1848. (PRO, W.0. 

55/882, fol. 389, "To accompany Commanding Royal 

Engineer's No. 16 dated 25 September 184$.") 
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43 Plan of New Stone Guard Room, Signal Hill, 1841. Key: 

A - guard room; B - orderly room; C and D - enceinte. 

(Drawn by John Gasparac, Parks Canada. Based on plans 

in PRO, W.O. 55/876, fols. 542-550, Bonnycastle to In

spector General of Fortifications, 30 Sept. 1841; PRO, 

W.O. 55/876, fols. 523-524, Bonnycastle to Inspector 

General of Fortifications, 8 June 1841.) 
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GUARD ROOM, SIGNAL HILL 
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44 Plan of Fuel Yard and adjacent Buildings, Signal Hill, 

1840. Top portion shows ground between the old wooden 

soldiers' barrack and the commissariat store, as well 

as the manner in which the bedrock protruded into the 

basement of the commissariat store. (PRO, W.O. 55/875, 

fol. 564, drawn by Lieutenant Edward T. Lloyd, R.E., 

26 May 1840.) 
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45 Commissariat Store, Signal Hill, 1833. Bottom section 

is overhead view of bedrock protruding into basement. 

(PRO, W.O. 55/875, fol. 588, drawn by Lieutenant Edward 

T. Lloyd, R.E., 4 Oct. 1833.) 
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46 Narrows, or Entrance to the Harbour of St. John's, 1842. 

Chain Rock Battery and Fort Amherst are visible in the 

narrows, as is the blockhouse, flying the flag, atop 

Signal Hill. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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47 Chain Rock Battery, 1864-71. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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48 Signal Hill Powder Magazine of 1867-68. This is the 

magazine as it looked ca. 1924. (H.W. LeMessurier, 

"Forts and Places about St. John's of Historic Interest," 

The Veteran, Vol. 4 , No.>2 (July 1924), p. 63.) 
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49 Chain Rock Battery, post-1870. (Provincial Archives 

of Newfoundland and Labrador.) 
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50 Chain Rock Battery, ca. 1900. (Newfoundland Illus

trated: The "Ancient Colony" and its many and varied 

Attractions [Grand Rapids, Michigan; James Bayne, n.d.], 

page no. not given.) 
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51 St. John's Harbour from Queen's Battery, ca. 1880. 

Waldegrave Battery can be seen in the lower middle sec

tion of the photograph. (Provincial Archives of New-

foundland and Labrador.) 
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52 Waldegrave Battery, post-1870. (Newfoundland Illus

trated; The "Ancient Colony" and its many and varied 

Attractions [Grand Rapids, Michigan: James Bayne, n.d.], 

page no. not given.) 
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53 Scene at the Battery, ca. 1900. Waldegrave Battery sits 

atop the hill near the centre of the photograph. 

(Provincial Archives of Newfoundland and Labrador.) 
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54 Number 2 Gun, Fort Chain Rock, 19 78. (Photographed by 

the author, 6 Nov. 1978.) 
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55 Anti-Torpedo Baffles in the Narrows, 1943. Chain Rock 

light and Fort Chain Rock are to the right of the 

baffles. (Department of National Defence, Directorate 

of History.) 
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56 Looking East Across Harbour Entrance, Net Open, St. 

John's, 10 April 194 3. Photo taken looking toward Fort 

Chain Rock, which is disguised to look like a fishing 

establishment. Queen's Battery is visible at the top 

of the hill. It was never active during the 20th 

century. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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57 St. John's World War II Anti-Aircraft Gun Sites (1943). 

(Drawn from original at Department of National Defence, 

Directorate of History.) 
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58 American Guns near Cabot Tower, 1941. (Department of 

National Defence, Directorate of History.) 
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59 Temporary United States Army Facilities on Signal Hill, 

1941. The 1867-68 powder magazine is located in the 

upper left-hand section of the photograph, just to the 

left of the road. The 19th century man-made escarp

ment is visible behind it. (Department of National Defence, 

Directorate of History.) 



359 



360 

60 World War II Quonset Hut (American), Signal Hill. 

(Photographed by the author, 6 Nov. 1978.) 
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61 George's Pond Hospital/Barrack, ca. 18 70. (Newfoundland 

Museum.) 
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62 Signal Hill Lazarette, ca. 1884. In the 20th century, 

this facility came to be known as Signal Hill Hospital. 

It was built in the late 1830s as a soldiers' barrack. 

(Detail from a sketch by J.W. Hayward for Harper's Weekly, 

4 Oct. 1884, reprinted in Charles P. deVolpi, Newfound

land: A Pictorial Record [N.p.: Longman Canada, 1972], 

plate 173.) 
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63 Miss Mary Walsh on Signal Hill, ca. 1900. The building 

in the background is the Signal Hill lazarette, known 

in the 20th century as Signal Hill Hospital. (Public 

Archives Canada.) 
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64 St. John's from Signal Hill, ca. 1900. The noonday gun 

is situated in the right-hand corner of the photograph. 

(Public Archives Canada.) 
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65 St. John's, 1879. The Signal Hill blockhouse is visible 

in the right foreground. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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66 Imperial Powder Magazine, Signal Hill, 1955. (Public 

Archives Canada.) 
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6 7 Plan of Cabot Tower, 1897. The architect of Cabot Tower 

was William Howe Greene. As envisioned at this stage, the 

tower was to be both a signal tower and a meteorological 

station. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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68 Plan of Cabot Tower, 1898. Though this plan was closer 

to the final product than Figure 67, the porch would 

also be dropped. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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6 9 Part of the Crowd at the laying of the Cornerstone for 

the Cabot Memorial Tower, 22 June 1897. (Daniel Woodley 

Prowse, A History of Newfoundland from the English, 

Colonial, and Foreign Records [St. John's: Dicks, 1971, 

third edition, originally published in 1895], p. 581.) 
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70 Cabot Tower, ca. 1900. (Daniel Woodley Prowse, A History 

of Newfoundland from the English, Colonial, and Foreign 

Records [St. John,s; Dicks, 1971, third edition, origin

ally published in 1895], p. 582.) 
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71 Marconi (in middle) with Kemp and Paget at Cabot Tower, 

Dec. 1901. The man at the foot of the steps is probably 

the chief signalman. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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72 Marconi with Receiving Apparatus, Signal Hill Hospital, 

Dec. 1901. (Provincial Archives of Newfoundland and 

Labrador.) 
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73 Marconi's Assistants preparing Kites, Signal Hill, Dec. 

1901. Signal Hill Hospital is in the background. 

(Provincial Archives of Newfoundland and Labrador.) 
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74 Marconi's Assistants raising Kites, Signal Hill, Dec. 

1901. (Provincial Archives of Newfoundland and Labrador.) 
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75 Cabot Tower and Imperial Powder Magazine, Signal Hill, 

1933. (Public Archives Canada.) 



w 
H 



392 

76 Powder Magazine, Waldegrave Battery, 1947. (Provincial 

Archives of Newfoundland and Labrador.) 
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77 Powder Magazine, Waldegrave Battery, 194 7. (Provincial 

Archives of Newfoundland and Labrador.) 
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78 Waldegrave Battery, 1978. (Photographed by the author, 

6 Nov. 1978.) 
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