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ABSTRACT 

From the middle of the 16th to the middle of the 19th century, land 
and sea battles around the world were fought largely with what is known 
as smooth-bore ordnance, cannons cast in either iron or bronze. While 
advances emerged from time to time in different countries, such as the 
development, of ever more deadly projectiles, or the introduction of 
traversing gun platforms, all such advances were quickly and easily 
adapted by rival countries. In general, it was an era of widely shared, 
basically unchanging weapons technology. To illustrate, an artilleryman 
active in the defence of England from the Spanish Armada in 1588 
probably would have had little difficulty in operating the smooth-bore 
pieces used in the Crimea in 1854-56, or for that matter the armament 
mounted on the Halifax Citadel during the mid-1850s. Commencing with 
the successful development of rifled ordnance (rifled breach loaders or 
RBLs) in the late 1850s, however, a new period of unprecedented and 
apparently unceasing change in armament technology commenced. By the 
end of the 19th century, only four decades after the start of the new 
era, guns had been developed weighing eight times as much as the 
heaviest smooth bores and firing much heavier and more explosive 
projectiles ten times as far with a vastly improved accuracy. 

One of the principal ramifications of such rapid progress in 
ordnance technology was that both fortifications and approaches to 
warfare developed during the smooth-bore era had to be entirely 
rethought, not once but several times. This was particularly true in 
coastal defence where successive improvements in the construction and 
arming of contemporary naval vessels repeatedly rendered existing 
defences obsolete. In Halifax, frequent reassessments of the defences 
by British military strategists were often followed by large-scale 
construction and reconstruction of the forts and batteries around the 
harbour. This massive task began in the early 1860s and continued 
virtually until the British troops withdrew in 1905-6. While the 
attention of the imperial authorities was focussed increasingly on the 
outer harbour defences as the years went by, the need to update the 
Citadel's ordnance was not overlooked. During the 1860s and 1870s the 
old masonry fort passed through two separate phases of rearmament. By 
the end of the second phase the perceived role of the Citadel had 
obviously changed. Whereas in the smooth-bore era the fort had been 
regarded as Halifax's main defence against a land attack, during the 
rifled era the selection and location of new pieces to be mounted in the 
work revealed that the Citadel was being considered as a virtual sea 
battery. 

The purpose of this report is twofold: first, to describe and 
assess the impact the series of developments in armament during the 
latter half of the 19th century had generally on the defences of Halifax 
and second, to trace the history of the Citadel's ordnance in two 
markedly different eras, smooth bore (1825-60s) and rifled (1860s-1900). 
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This approach has been adopted so that this aspect of the Citadel's 
history will not be seen in isolation but set in the wider context of 
British imperial policy for all of Halifax. 

Submitted for publication 1977, by Andrew John Bayly Johnston, Parks 
Canada, Louisbourg, N.S. 
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TOE GUNS OF HALIFAX (1825-1906) 

The story of the fortifications of Halifax, as with so much else 
relating to the city's history, revolves around the harbour. In 1749 it 
was the size, location and defensibility of the anchorage that led the 
British to establish the initial fortified settlement there. In the 
years that followed, until 1906, it was the continuing strategic value 
of the harbour that prompted them to construct an evolving network of 
defences to deter or deflect possible enemy attacks. 

The British approach toward fortifications during the century and a 
half in which they garrisoned Halifax can be discussed in terms of two 
distinct phases. During the first phase, which lasted from 1749 to the 
early 1820s, the British generally turned their attention to the 
defences of Halifax only when attacks seemed imminent. Hence, each of 
the major wars of the period, the Seven Years' War, the American 
Revolution, the war with Revolutionary France and, to a lesser extent, 
the War of 1812, witnessed flurries of activitity as existing works were 
renovated and new ones established. As soon as peace was declared, 
however, the British cut off expenditures on fortifications and largely 
ignored the defences until the next war. The neglect, combined with the 
influence of the maritime climate, quickly rendered unserviceable the 
earth and timber constructions of this era. At last, in the mid-1820s 
the British changed their approach toward the Halifax fortifications. 
The new approach, which was to make its influence felt until 1905, was 
characterized by a willingness to spend relatively large sums of money 
on the defences in peacetime to ensure that Halifax could withstand any 
likely attack. Initially, the change in attitude brought about the 
construction of the fourth Citadel; during the latter half of the 
19th century and the early years of the 20th, it manifested itself in a 
series of British decisions to expand and rearm the defences whenever 
strategic and technological considerations made such modifications 
imperative. It is with this second phase in the history of the Halifax 
fortifications, as it affected armament, that this report is concerned. 

1825-60: Smooth Bores 

When Great Britain and the United States signed the Treaty of Ghent 
to end the War of 1812, there were few people on either side of the 
Atlantic who believed that the peace would be lasting.1 There had 
been two Anglo-American wars within 40 years and another conflict seemed 
probable, if not inevitable. Notwithstanding the treaty and the 
subsequent Rush-Bagot agreement (1817) to demilitarize the Great Lakes, 
each side remained highly suspicious of the other's territorial and 
commercial aspirations in North and Latin America. The mutual suspicion 
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and hostility would last until the end of the 19th century, shaping 
strategic thinking in both Britain and the United States. 

In 1825 the likelihood of another Anglo-American war prompted the 
Duke of Wellington, in his capacity as Master-General of the Board of 
Ordnance, to send a commission of three Royal Engineers to British North 
America to evaluate existing defences and make recommendations for 
improvements. The commission, headed by Sir James Carmichael 
Smyth, arrived in the colonies in the summer. In September, after 
completing their inspections of forts in Upper and Lower Canada, they 
arrived in Halifax where they toured the fortifications in the company 
of Gustavus Nicolls, the Commanding Royal Engineer (CRE). The 
recommendations resulting from these investigations and their eventual, 
partial acceptance by the British Parliament-^ were to be the most 
important influence on the Halifax Defence Complex for the next 30 
years. 

The recommendations put forth by the Smyth Commission concerning 
the Halifax fortifications were predicated on the belief that in the 
event of a war with the United States the success or failure of the 
British war effort would hinge upon the offensive use of seapower. The 
report repeated the conventional wisdom that a land attack from the 
Canadas upon the United States was utterly impractical. On that 
frontier "we can only act upon the defensive." By way of contrast, the 
commissioners argued that a naval attack (with 25,000 troops) upon the 
New York area, if conducted quickly and with secrecy, "could never be 
dislodged ... could not fail of success,"^ In addition to an actual 
invasion, a coastal blockade of American ports would once again be a key 
feature of British strategy, as it had been during the American 
Revolution and the War of 1812. In such an approach to war with the 
United States, the strategic importance of Halifax, with its world-class 
harbour, naval yard and onshore military establishment, was obvious. It 
was "the principle point to defend" as it would be the "ultimate object 
of any attack upon Nova Scotia."-1 

The Smyth Report envisioned two probable types of attack on 
Halifax: a direct naval assault on the harbour defences and an overland 
attack by a force that had landed at a nearby anchorage, such as 
St. Margaret's Bay. With respect to the former possibility, the 
commissioners commented that there were six "very good Sea Batteries" 
protecting the harbour as well as the fortified position of York 
Redoubt (Fig. 1). While they were generally pleased with the 
positioning of the harbour defences, they did worry that an enemy fleet 
might force its way past York Redoubt and Northwest Arm Battery and then 
sweep down the Arm. Once that was accomplished they could "turn all the 
Coast Defences of Halifax, and if in superior force, might take 
possession of the Town and Dock Yard forthwith." To defend against that 
threat, the commissioners made two suggestions. First, Sherbrooke Tower 
on Maugher Beach should be completed so that it could cooperate with 
York Redoubt in covering the outer reaches of the harbour. Second, they 
recommended that Northwest Arm Battery be "augmented" to provide greater 
fire on the entrance to the Arm. For the general defence of the harbour 
the report suggested that Fort Clarence needed to be "strengthened" due 
to its isolation on the Dartmouth shore and that the unfinished work at 
Fort Charlotte on George Island be completed.6 Although the 
commissioners did not explain what they meant by "strengthen" and 
"augment," it seems reasonable to assume that along with a general 
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Figure 1. Fortifications of Halifax (1825). "Outline map to illustrate a Report to His Grace 
the Duke of Wellington relative to his Majesty's North American Provinces" (1826). This map 
was inset in a large map of British North America drawn to illustrate the provisions 
recommended in the Smyth Report. It shows clearly the location and shape of the 10 forts and 
batteries composing the defence complex throughout the 1820-1850s. In addition, the map 
indicates why the Smyth Commission felt that fortifications should be established on Needham 
Hill to cooperate with a work on Citadel Hill in the landward defence of the town. Finally, 

notice the relatively small extent of land occupied by the town of Halifax in the early 
decades of the 19th century. {Publia Archives of Canada, National Map Collection.) 

•-D 
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Figure 2. Range of smooth-bore ordnance (ca. 1861). The arcs on this 
illustration indicate the approximate effective ranges of the ordnance 
mounted in the Halifax fortifications ca. 1861, with the exception of 
Sherbrooke Tower whose guns could not likely have been fired very 
effectively. Each arc represents 1500 yards from the fort or battery in 
question, a distance at which one contemporary expert claimed that 
"under the most favourable circumstances 75 or 80 out of 100 shots from 
good smooth-bored guns would hit a large ship ...". At 2000 yards the 
gunner's accuracy dipped to 45 per cent. The same authority, Major 
Miller, stated that a trained crew could fire one round per minute with 
heavy smooth bores that were well mounted and worked; "on this 
calculation each gun in a coast battery might be fired five times at a 
ship moving past at 12 knots an hour, supposing the ship to be at 500 
yards distance, when nearest to the battery, and the gun to traverse 
sixty degrees right and left of a line perpendicular to its course." 
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renovation, they were proposing either heavier ordnance or an increase 
in the number of pieces for each of the sites where they used those 
terms. 

After discussing the defence complex's capability against a sea 
attack, the Smyth Report then turned to its ability to resist an 
overland attack. The commissioners pointed out that if an enemy force 
landed at a nearby bay, it could only approach Halifax via the narrow 
isthmus. "This ground ... is not more than a mile and a half in width, 
offers very great facilities for a defensive position, and is well 
calculated to arrest an Enemy's further progress."' Presumably, 
although they did not specify, they envisioned the establishment of a 
number of temporary earthworks and batteries on the peninsula to impede 
progress across the isthmus. If those positions were forced, "a very 
excellent and prolonged defence might still be made from the Citadel and 
Needham Hills, which would mutually assist and prevent the complete 
investment of each other."" Unfortunately, in 1825 the 
fortifications on each of those hills were in ruins." In the 
commissioners' eyes new works had to be erected on both if the British 
hold on Halifax was to be made secure.10 Of the two positions, they 
perceived a more diversified and more important role for Citadel Hill. 

"It appears ... self-evident that this hill should be 
held as a protection to the town, as a support to the Sea 
Batteries, to give confidence to the Troops and Militia 
employed to meet an advancing Enemy, and to enable the 
General Officer in command to move to any other part of 
Nova Scotia with his disposable force ... without 
exposing his stores and supplies of every description to 
be taken or destroyed."H 

Having stated what they felt to be the raison d'etre for a 
large-scale renovation of the Halifax defences, the Smyth Commission 
went on to criticize the traditional policy of erecting only "temporary 
expedients" at times of war. ' They felt that what was needed were 
substantial, permanent forts, built in peace with an eye to future wars. 
"A million laid out in time of Peace, with judgement, will 
unquestionably be the cause of saving millions hereafter to the 
Country."^ The total estimated cost of all the works proposed by 
the Smyth Commission for the Halifax Defence Complex was placed at 
£206,000, a relatively small figure if it ensured that Halifax remained 
in British hands. The commissioners suggested hopefully that the very 
knowledge of the existence of permanent forts and of "our own state of 
preparation for defence, doubtless, will tend to delay, if not 
altogether avert the calamities of War."^ 

The Smyth Report was submitted to the imperial government in late 
1825. In December, Gustavus Nicolls, the CRE in Nova Scotia, forwarded 
plans and estimates for one of the proposed defences, a masonry 
bastioned fort on Citadel Hill. The CRE estimated that it would take 
six years and nearly £116,000 to construct the new Citadel. For the 
next 2 1/2 years Colonel Nicolls' plans and the Smyth Report followed a 
tortuous course through the various levels of the British bureaucracy. 

As part of the review process Nicolls was called upon to provide 
greater detail on the need for the works proposed in the Smyth Report. 
In June 1827 he forwarded his reply. In his discussion of both the land 
and sea defences of Halifax, Nicolls supported the conclusions of the 
Smyth Commission but elaborated on specific works that were required. In 
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general, he revealed a somewhat amazing penchant for towers. He agreed 
that the weak point in the sea defences was the Northwest Arm. However, 
he did not believe that the completion of Sherbrooke Tower on Maugher 
Beach and the strengthening of Northwest Arm Battery would be 
sufficient. Nicolls suggested the addition of a new battery with very 
heavy ordnance (six 32-pounder guns and three 68-pounder carronades) 
between Northwest Arm and Point Pleasant batteries as well as the 
construction of another tower. Turning to the land defences the CRE 
recommended that, in addition to a masonry fort on Citadel Hill, two 
towers should be erected on the isthmus, one on Needham Hill and yet 
another on Fort Massey Hill to the south of the Citadel. To protect the 
isolated Fort Clarence Nicolls urged the construction of two more 
towers. *•-> In September 1827 Sir James Carmichael Smyth reported to 
the Board of Ordnance that he concurred completely with Nicolls' 
analysis and with the measures he had proposed. " 

At last in July 1828 approval was given for the construction of a 
masonry fort on Citadel Hill, as proposed by Gustavus Nicolls in 1825. 
That same year Sherbrooke Tower was finally completed. ' The other 
projects advocated by the Smyth Commission, and subsequently by Nicolls, 
were simply set aside. Nonetheless, the decision on the Citadel 
represented by itself a significant shift in the British attitude toward 
the Halifax fortifications. The imperial authorities had accepted the 
general principle that it was better strategy and ultimately less 
expensive to construct permanent works in peacetime than to erect 
"temporary expedients" whenever war broke out. 

The building of the new Citadel began in earnest in 1829. If the 
work had proceeded as the CRE originally planned, it would have been 
completed in 1834 or 1835. As is well known, it did not go as Gustavus 
Nicolls hoped. The combined effect of the Halifax climate, engineering 
miscalculations and administrative delays in Great Britain extended the 
length of the project into the 1850s. One of the results of that 
concentration of attention and money on the Citadel project over so many 
years was that there was very little attention paid to the renovation or 
even basic upkeep of the other key sites in the Halifax area. Not 
surprisingly, given that most of them consisted of earthwork and timber 
construction, there was a marked deterioration in the overall defensive 
capability of Halifax's fortifications between the 1830s and the 1850s. 
Whereas in 1825 there were 83 pieces of ordnance mounted (Table 1), 
excluding the towers whose armament was not listed, ° in 1834 there 
were only 58 pieces mounted in the entire defence complex, including the 
towers (Table 2).19 The Point Pleasant defences were the hardest 
hit by the negligence. Fort Ogilvie and Prince of Wales Tower were 
completely without armament in 1834 and Point Pleasant Battery was 
left with only one 12-pounder gun. On the Dartmouth shore, Fort 
Clarence's armament stood at only four guns, compared with 30 in 
181220 and 11 in 1825. By 1852 the situation had changed little 
(Table 3).21 While the number of pieces mounted had increased to 
97, the CRE and CRA (Commanding Royal Artillery) considered only 63 to 
be in a serviceable state. The sites in the worst state of disrepair 
were Fort Charlotte (with only 13 of 25, 24-pounder guns "serviceable") 
and Fort Ogilvie (where all of the mounted ordnance was "condemned"). 
In addition to the unserviceable ordnance there were 43 pieces 
dismounted. The overall situation in 1852, therefore, was 63 
serviceable pieces and 7 7 unserviceable or dismounted. It was the 


