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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 



10 

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 


