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Introduction 

The purpose of this report"is to describe the Saint John 

Fire Command during World War II. It emerged as the result 

of research being conducted on the Saint John Fire Command 

Post, located at Carleton Martello Tower. While uncovering 

a great deal of information on the operation of the tower, 

it became apparent that to completely understand the role of 

the post, it would be necessary to understand the function 

of the forts under its control. A detailed analysis of the 

different components of the Saint John Fire Command was 

clearly needed. Only then would the reality of coastal de­

fence at Saint John be clarified. 

The origins of the Saint John Fire Command predate the 

outbreak of war in September 1939. Following World War I, 

Canada had retreated from international entanglements and 

sought to isolate herself in "a fireproof house". Given 

this attitude, it is not surprising that little attention 

was paid to coastal defence in the inter-war years. Despite 

a deteriorating diplomatic situation in both the Far East 

and Europe, Canada preferred to remain aloof. In fact, 

"there was no general statement of government defence policy 

at all before 1937, despite the General Staff's certainty of 

the inevitability of war after the German occupation of the 
2 Rhineland in early 1936". As the international situation 

worsened, however, and public concern grew, the government 

finally took some action. In August of 1936, a defence 

committee of cabinet was formed and a high priority was 
3 

assigned to coastal defence. To rectify the neglect of 
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nearly two decades, National Defence Headquarters requested 

the services of a highly qualified British Coast Artillery 

Officer to survey and make recommendations upon Coast Artil­

lery requirements in Canada. As a result, Major B.D.C. 

Treatt, R.A., an instructor in gunnery at the Coast Artillery 

School at Shoeburyness, was dispatched by the War Office to 
4 

Canada in October 1936. For three months he studied and 

analysed the situation and in December made his recommenda­

tions. They formed the basis for all strategic decisions 

taken in the area of coast defence for the next decade. 
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Treatt Report 

Treatt surveyed the artillery requirements of all the major 

ports in Canada. While Saint John was not at the top of the 

priority list, it was considered worth defending. In 

Treatt's own words, it should be defended because "it is one 

of the only two blue-water ports of Eastern Canada; it 

possesses considerable commercial shipping facilities; (and) 

it possesses a large dry dock". The problem was that the 

port of Saint John was completely defenceless. All that 

remained of the very limited World War I defences were the 

emplacements for six 4.7 inch guns on Partridge Island. The 

situation was deplorable. 

The defences used in 1914-1918 were so elementary 

as to merit little comment. Although the 4.7" 

gun, as a gun, was in those days capable of 

engaging a submarine and at least exercising 

some deterrent effect on an armed merchantman, 

the use of field carriages, the absence of 

defence electric lights and, above all, the com 

plete absence of any planned scheme of defence, 

of any organization and of any naval co-operation 

combined to render the defences useless. 

Treatt approached the challenge of Saint John in a very 

logical and pragmatic fashion. To begin with, he recognized 

the fact that "owing to the more urgent needs of more important 

ports, there may be but little money available for the de-
7 

fence of Saint John". Nevertheless, he felt that it was 

"possible to effect reasonable defence at a comparatively 
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light cost". His recommendations covered three main areas: 

naval defence, military defence and air defence. Since 

Coast Artillery was analysed as part of the military defence, 

it is mainly with this section of the report that this essay 

is concerned. Nonetheless, a few brief comments should be 

made on the naval and air defences before analysing Treatt's 

recommendations on Coast Artillery in detail. 

On the subject of naval defence, Treatt felt that some 

form of surface patrol system should be initiated and an 

examination service established. In this connection, he 

recommended that the Partridge Island battery should be the 

examination battery. To make the system even more efficient, 

he suggested the construction of a P.W.S.S. (Port War Signal 

Station) at either Sheldon Point or Mispec Point to monitor 

traffic in and out of the port. Few concrete proposals were 

made in regard to the air defences of Saint John at this 

time, however, since this matter was still being analysed by 
9 

the air force. Besides, Treatt's expertise was in the 

field of Coast Artillery Defence. It was on this subject 

that his recommendations had their greatest impact. 

Treatt was very concerned about the lack of coastal 

batteries at Saint John. To remedy this weakness, he pro­

posed the establishment of one 6 inch battery on Partridge 

Island which would meet both the counter-bombardment and 

close defence needs of the port. All that was required in 

addition to this was the creation of torpedo boat defences. 

This threat was to be countered by one battery of 12-pounders 

at Fort Dufferin and one battery of 12-pounders at Courtenay 

Breakwater (See Figure 1). To support the counter-bombardment 

battery on Partridge Island, Treatt recommended the establish­

ment of two Fortress Observation Posts at Sheldon Point and 
Mispec Point each of which was to be equipped with a Director 

No. 10. (See Figure 2) To round out the artillery defences, 

Treatt suggested that three concentrated beam defence electric 
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lights be placed at the southeast end of Partridge Island. 

These would be combined observation and fighting lights. In 

addition, illuminated area lights (45° dispersed beams) were 

recommended for Fort Dufferin (2) and Courtenay Breakwater 

(2). Treatt concluded his report by recommending that the 

entire sea-front defences be organized in one "fire command 

commanded by the Fire Commander who should be the senior 
12 artillery officer of the Fortress". The Fire Commander's 

Post was to be located below the day B.O.P. (Battery Observa­

tion Post) on Partridge Island. 

Given the importance of Major Treatt's Report, it was 

only natural that it was the object of review and study. By 

September of 1937 the Joint Staff Committee at National 

Defence Headquarters had completed their assessment of 

Treatt's recommendations in regard to Saint John. Their re-
13 

action was very favourable. in particular, they recommended 

that reconnaissance be undertaken to ascertain the best 

locations for the proposed batteries on Partridge Island, 

Fort Dufferin and Courtenay Breakwater. Unfortunately, 

little positive action was taken at this time on their 

recommendations. Saint John was not high on the priority 
14 lxst of coast defence requirements. 
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Ultimate & Interim Plans for Coast Defence 

Despite the acceptance of "Treatt's report, Canadian defence 

planners were confronted with the insurmountable problem of 

quickly acquiring from Britain the equipment necessary to 

implement the plan. Delivery dates were projected as late 

as 1944 because British production capacity was overtaxed as 

a result of their own home defence requirements. In this 

situation, military officials found themselves compelled to 
15 adopt an Interim Defence Plan in December 1937. This was 

a desperate attempt to utilize every piece of equipment 

available in Canada until more adequate supplies could be 

delivered from England. 

By November of 1938 the diplomatic situation in Europe 

had deteriorated even further. A new assessment of "Forms 
16 

and Scales of Attacks" were considered. This reassessment 

concluded that there was a definite possibility of "bombard­

ment by one ship of the line" off the port of Saint John. 

As a consequence, however, of the new scale of 

attack laid down for Saint John, it has become 

necessary to review the existing plan of coast 

defence for that port, as the armament to be 

provided thereunder would be entirely inadequate 

to defend the port from bombardment by a ship of 

the line armed with 11-inch guns, with a maximum 

range of upwards of 37,000 yards. Our examina­

tion of the problem has led us to the conclusion 

that nothing short of a counter-bombardment 

battery of three 9.2-inch guns on 35° mountings 
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sited either at Mispec Point or Sheldon Point, 

as detailed reconnaissance may later decide, will 
17 provide an adequate degree of defence. 

This recommendation for a new battery did not mean the 

abandonment of the previously proposed battery for Partridge 

Island. Since the primary counter-bombardment role was now 

assumed by the new battery, however, there was a change in 

proposed armament for Partridge Island. Insead of 6-inch 

45 guns, it was now felt that 6-inch Quick Fire guns and 
18 

mountings would be sufficient for its reduced role. The 

estimated cost for the new counter-bombardment battery was 
19 as follows: 

For guns and mountings - $ 726,900 

For engineering construction - 785,000 

For fire control equipment - 55,000 

$1,566,900 

By June of 1939, the reconnaissance report for the new 

counter-bombardment battery was completed except for the 
20 contoured survey. Whxle the ultimate plan called for a 

battery of 9.2 inch guns, these had to be ordered from 

Britain. In the interim, it was decided to arm the new 

battery with 7.5 inch guns which were available in Canada. 

The reconnaissance report surveyed both Sheldon Point and 

Mispec Point but the committee felt Mispec was clearly the 

better location. Two reasons were given: "(a) covers maximum 

area of water from which hostile fire could be delivered on 

Saint John; (b) an excellent B.O.P. (Battery Observation 

Post) was available at an elevation of 240 feet, ensuring a 

1% accuracy to 20,000 yeards". 
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Military Defences at Saint John in 1939 

On 27 June, 1939, the Coast Defence Construction Committee 

met in Ottawa to discuss among other things the defences of 

Saint John. At that time they outlined their plans for the 

port: 

Partridge Island Battery - (3-6" Q.F.) 

Battery Site - About 350' from the south 

end of the Island. 

B.O.P. - About 2 00' behind the battery. 

Dufferin Battery - (2-12 pdr. Q.F.) 

Breakwater Battery - (1-6 pdr. duplex) 

Battery Site - Between 50 and 100 yds. from 

the sea end of the breakwater. 

Mispec Point - The probable position for the 

ultimate armament is approximately 

as shown on the map but this can­

not be determined definitely 

until the survey now in hand has 

been received. The location of 

the Interim Armament will depend 

on 9.2" battery. 

Sheldon F.O.P. - On the southern tip of the 140' 

ring contour about 1300 yds. true 

west from Sheldon Point. 
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Mispec F.O.P. - This cannot be decided upon 

until the survey has been 

received. 

Martello F.O.P. 
22 

F.C. (Fire Command) Post - at Martello F.O.P. 

The defences of Saint John were far from complete when 

war broke out early in September of 1939. Only with the 
23 

actual declaration of war did money become readily available. 

Local commanders had to make do with what was available. 

The Commander of the Saint John Defences was Lt.-Col. J.G. 

Hart, R.C.A. He was responsible for the overall defence of 

the port. In September of 1939, Hart did not have all that 

much with which to work. Hart's superior, Brigadier L.F. 

Page, Officer Commanding Military District No. 7, described 

the situation at Saint John on the 19th of September. 

...7. No. P.W.S.S. as yet, owing to Navy not 

having Signal Equipment or building for 

P.W.S.S. 

.8 Communication completed at Partridge 

Island and F.C. also in touch direct with 

Fort Commander, all batteries in his F.C. 

and Examination Vessel. 

.9 Fortress Commander is in direct com 

munication with F.C, A.A. L.M.G. (Anti-

Air craft, Light Machine Gun) Commanders, 

Fortress Signals, Mobile reserve, N.C.S.O., 

and 2 (A.C.) Squadron and District Head­

quarters . 

.10 6" Battery on Partridge Island can now 

fire and carry out its role of examination 

battery except these guns have not yet 

fired proof rounds or been calibrated. 

11. 4.7" Battery Dufferin can fire as soon 

as "L" leathers are received. These are 

9 
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promised from Halifax immediately. 

12. Vickers Battery, Courtenay Bay Breakwater, 

can fire now. Hoped to replace this by 18-

pdrs available in Saint John now, if 18-pdr 

ammunition is provided as already demanded 

from NDHQ. 

13. A.A. L.M.G. - only three now in action -

12 will be available for defence within next 

few days... 

From these meagre beginnings, the Saint John Fire Command 

was to mushroom over the next few years. 

The Saint John Fire Command during World War II was 

composed of defensive batteries at Partridge Island, Fort 

Dufferin, Courtenay Bay Breakwater and Fort Mispec. The 6 

inch battery on Partridge Island was the Examination Battery 

and the Fire Commander's Post was located at Carleton 
25 Martello Tower in West Saint John. The Port War Signal 

Station was located in the Mispec area and Fortress Observa­

tion Posts were located at Sheldon Point, Mispec Point, 

Partridge Island and Carleton Martello Tower. 
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Partridge Island 

Partridge Island Battery had been the first to receive 

attention as war approached. As early as January 1939, the 

District Officer Commanding, Military District No. 7, Major-

General L.F. Page, had forwarded estimates for the construction 
27 

of a three gun 6 inch battery. Unfortunately no immediate 

action was taken on this matter. Work was not actually 

started on the gun emplacements until the latter part of 

August. At the same time, arrangements were made to ship 

two 36 inch searchlights from Sydney to Saint John. These 
2 8 

lights arrived at Partridge Island in October 1939. 

Partridge Island was familiarly known as "Alcatrax" or 

the "Rock" to the troops who were stationed there during the 
29 

war. It was formally occupied by the 3rd (NB) Coast 

Brigade, RCA on 2 September, 1939. The Brigade, under the 

command of Lieutenant-Colonel J.G. Hart, consisted of the 

4th Coast Battery, RCA (Major W.W. Alward), the 15th Coast 

Battery, RCA (Major E.S. Wright) and the 1st Searchlight 

Battery, CD, RCA (Captain H.C. Sinclair). The Brigade Head­

quarters was at the Armoury until 21 July, 1941 when it was 
30 

moved to West Saint John near the Martello Tower. 

Each fort within the Saint John Fire Command was assigned 

a specific role in the defence of the port. According to 

the prearranged plan, Partridge Island performed a triple 

role : 

(a) Examination Role - Partridge Island 

Battery is the examination battery for the 

harbour of Saint John, N.B. and must at all 
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times cover the examination anchorage in 

which ships that cannot be identified or 

admitted to harbour will lie. It must be 

ready at all times to fire a bring-to 

round or even engage any vessel not passed 

by the examination vessel or displaying 

the private signal. 

(b) Counter Bombardment - Partridge Island 

Battery is designed to engage bombarding 

ships up to the limit of the gun range. 

(c) Close Defence Role - Partridge Island 

Battery is designed to resist any closely 

pressed attacks by sea and to afford pro­

tection to all points of military and 
3] 

industrial importance. 

On 31 January, 1940, a tender was issued for the con­

struction of three gun emplacements, a battery command post, 

electric light facilities, a fog alarm building, roads and 

grading. The estimated cost for this work was $190,000. 

This amount was later increased to $267,000. and the contract 

was awarded to Eastern Contractors Ltd. of Saint John on 28 
32 

March, 1940. The new buxldings and fortifications were 

completed and in full use by February of 1941. (See Figure 

3) 

Two Quick Fire 6 inch, Mark I Naval/Type guns, origin­

ally on H.M.C.S. Niobe, were mounted in improvised concrete 

emplacements in October of 1939. These guns were upgraded 

and mounted in permanent emplacements in February 1941. The 

McNaughton Auto-Sight was installed on No. 2 Gun in February 

of 1941. (See Figures 5 and 6) A 6 pdr gun was used during 

the early part of the war as the Bring-to gun but it was re­

placed with an 18 pdr. on field mounting when the 6 pdr. was 

recalled to be mounted on the C.P.S. Princess Helene. An 
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18 pdr. gun was also used as a beach defence gun. The 

ultimate ordnance for the Island consisted of two 4 inch 
33 twin guns which were installed in the summer of 1944. 

Effective defence was impossible without adequate 

searchlight coverage. In November of 1939, two 36 inch 

searchlights were installed on the Island. By the Spring of 

1940, these had been replaced by more powerful lights -three 

60 inch, 800,000,000 candlëpower lights. (See Figure 7) 

An 18 inch searchlight was installed on the wharf to be used 

in co-ordination with the beach gun. This light was eventually 

moved to a position near the machine shop. 

In September of 1939, the Battery Observation Post was 

set up in the old Fog Alarm building with a 1 meter Barr and 

Stroud Range Finder as the only means of taking ranges. In 

December 1939, the B.O.P. was moved to a building near the 

lighthouse. The B.O.P. personnel occupied the old school 

house for living quarters. The new B.O.P. was occupied in 
35 February of 1941. (See Figure 8) A D.R.F. (Depression 

Range Finder) was used for taking ranges and this information 

was passed to the guns by means of a Range Transmitting Dial 

at the B.O.P. to a Range Receiving Dial on each gun. (See 

Figure 9) A public address system was used to pass fire 

orders from the B.O.P. to the guns. The second storey to 

the B.O.P. was added in November of 1944 for the No. 3 Mark 

3B Height and Range Finder. Ultimately, the Island was 

equipped with radar. (See Figure 10) 
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Examination Service 

As mentioned earlier, Partridge Island was the site of the 

Examination Battery. Since this was one of its more important 

functions, it might be useful at this point to see how the 

Examination Service fitted into the overall scheme of defence. 

The main function of the Examination Service was "to identify 
ifi 

vessels seeking entrance to a defended port". All incoming 

vessels were required to contact an Examination Vessel which 

patrolled the entrance of the harbour. This vessel, which 

was unarmed, was backed up by the battery on Partridge 

Island. If there was any question concerning the ship's 

identity, it was sent to the Examination Anchorage where an 

armed party was placed on board until a complete inspection 

was made. (See Figure 11) The major concerns of examination 

officers were "enemy aliens in the crew and ... contraband 
37 cargo". Close liaison and communication were maintained 

at all times between the Examination Vessel, naval authorities 

and the shore batteries. Once the authorities had completed 

their inspection, the ship was given clearance to the inner 

harbour. This could be signified either by hoisting a 

special flag on the incoming vessel or by signalling the 

shore defences directly from the examination vessel. These 

special signals, as a precaution, were changed daily. Any 

ship attempting to enter port without the proper clearance 

was challenged with a "bring-to" round from the Examination 

Battery. An Examination Service was instituted at all 

"defended ports" in Canada during World War II. (See Figures 

12 to 23 for a pictorial description of the Examination 

Service). 


