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Forts and Follies: 

 State Policy and Coastal Defence  

1854-1873. 

 
i
 

 Work on Littlehampton Fort was started in 1853 and it came into operation in 1854. Its 

heyday was a brief period in the late 1850s/early 1860s - with 70 soldiers recorded as 

stationed there in the census of 1861. This was the time when the Palmerston Forts were 

built along the south coast of England. 

 However, by the 1871 census the Littlehampton Fort was clearly in decline as there were 

only 3 soldiers recorded as living there then. The Palmerston Forts were soon to be 

known as Palmerston’s Follies. 

 The change in status can be explained by changing circumstances, especially changes in 

the technology of artillery. 

 

Although coastal defence is of military significance the decision to maintain a fort is a political 

one.  The government must weigh up a range of factors when reaching a conclusion. Firstly they 

must assess the level of risk of attack – how likely is it and how severe?  As any invasion of the 

south coast of England would come from across the Channel, the government has to consider 

events in France and developments in French foreign and diplomatic policy. Secondly, the 

government needs to take into account the attitude of the British public, especially the electorate, 

to defence. Are they in favour of large scale fortification works or would they prefer to enter into 

diplomatic negotiations to reduce the level of threat by peaceful means? Thirdly, there is the 

consideration of cost. Fort building and maintenance is financed from the public purse and 

governments are never popular when taxes go up so it is essential to ensure value for money. 

Finally there is the question of resources. What level of equipment and manpower is available to 

maintain a fort? Moreover, a decision, once made, cannot last forever - it needs to be kept under 

review in the light of new developments not only in political circumstances, but in technical 

advances in weaponry.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lord Palmerston, Prime 

Minister, addressing the House 

of Commons 1861
ii
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1. The level of threat. 

 

In 1815 France, under Napoleon, had been defeated at the Battle of Waterloo and in the next few 

years the French were regarded as being of little threat to Britain; but by 1853, when 

Littlehampton Fort was commissioned, the level of threat from the French was regarded as high. 

 

Attitudes to France began to change in the 1840s when the Duke of Wellington, as Commander 

in Chief of the British Army, expressed his concern about European navies adopting the use of 

steam-powered ships.  Traditionally, in the days of sail, the British navy was superior to the 

French navy and British ships were able to blockade French ports so any French army of 

invasion could not set out. British sailing ships could sustain a siege for very long periods of time 

but steam powered ships could not, as their technology was not sufficiently developed to allow 

for a lengthy time at sea. Sailing ships were unlikely to keep steam-powered ships blockaded for 

long, as steam powered ships were considerably faster and so able to break out of port and throw 

off their pursuers
iii

. Wellington was convinced that: 

 

“Steam navigation makes blockades of the enemy’s ports out of the question”
iv
 

 

Therefore British coasts no longer seemed safe. 

 

“The Channel is no longer a barrier. Steam navigation has rendered that which was before 

impassable by military force nothing more than a river passable by a steam bridge .France has 

steamers capable of transporting 30,000 men.”
v
 

 

Wellington’s solution was to propose building coastal fortifications but his suggestions were 

ignored, partly because the king of France, Louis Philippe, was not deemed to be especially 

warlike and partly because early steamships were regarded as unreliable and not appropriate for 

use as troop carriers.  Paddle steamers, in particular, were regarded as unsuitable because their 

paddlewheels could be knocked off by a single shot.
vi

    

 

 
The French paddle steam frigate Descartes launched 1844. Engraved by Louis Le Breton 
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Relations with France took a turn for the worse in 1848 when Louis Philippe was deposed in a 

revolution and Louis Napoleon, nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte, became President. Concern 

increased again in 1852 when Louis Napoleon proclaimed himself ‘Emperor Napoleon III’ and 

promised to restore France to the glory of the days of his uncle.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Napoleon III with Napoleon Bonaparte in the 

background. 

 

 

 

 

Die vier Napoleons. German Engraving1858 

 

British intelligence became alarmed that Napoleon III was planning an invasion of England. A 

French parliamentary report of January 1852 was said to include ambitious plans for an operation 

against Britain.
vii

  

“Indeed, one officer, the Baron Meurice de Sellon, has written a book to prove that 150,000 men 

could be embarked in the harbours of Cherbourg and Brest, and land in England before we were 

aware of their intention, and could bring the declaration of war in their post-bag, and catch us 

perfectly unprepared.”
viii

 

It was in these circumstances that Littlehampton fort was commissioned. The purpose of the fort 

was to guard the mouth of the River Arun with the harbour at Arundel and to prevent French 

troops from attacking Portsmouth from the rear prior to a march on London.
ix

 At the same time 

and for the same reason the breakwater at Alderney was extended, and construction began on 

Fort Elson near Portsmouth (completed in 1858). 

 

However, just as Littlehampton Fort became available for the defence of the Sussex coast the 

French threat evaporated as, in 1854, Britain and France became allies and they fought side by 

side in the Crimean War against Russia. Troops and artillery had to be sent urgently to the Black 
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Sea and so the newly constructed Littlehampton fort was left without any cannon being installed. 

It was not until the Crimean War was over that the ordnance arrived. 

 

West Sussex Gazette 4
th

 December 1856: 

THE FORT - The large guns, for 10-inch shot, weighing 95 cwt, arrived from Woolwich by sea, 

on Sunday, and a company of artillery regulars, all wearing the Sebastopol medal, - some with a 

medal in addition for distinguished service, - are here seeing to the mounting of the guns on the 

battery. 

 

The war ended in 1856 and it was not long before anxiety about French aggression began to 

grow again. In 1858 French officers from four regiments announced their willingness to invade 

England in revenge for a plot hatched in London to assassinate Napoleon III. Outright war 

between France and England was avoided by diplomatic negotiations and as a mark of trust 

Napoleon III invited Victoria and Albert, several politicians and naval men to inspect the new 

French naval base at Cherbourg; a visit which only served to increase alarm in England as the 

guns were pointing across the Channel.  

 
Faithful Ally: “Eh, Mons. Bull, You are not afraid of me?” 

John Bull. “Oh no, Not afraid in the least – I only follow your fashion.” 

Punch 4
th

 August 1860. 
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Moreover, improvements to the design of steamships had made them more effective – paddle 

steamers had been replaced by screw propelled steamers which were much more reliable. In 

1836 Thomas Petit Smith both took out a patent on a screw propeller.  Smith showed his 

invention to Isambard Kingdom Brunel who was building his ship The Great Britain and Brunel 

changed his design from a paddle to a screw. The Great Britain was the first iron ship to have a 

screw propeller. She crossed the Atlantic in 1845 in the then record time of 14 days and so 

became the model for new ship design- a design adopted by the French navy.  

 “Invasion could be attempted by screw line-of- battle ships; and if I am not very much mistaken, 

with every prospect of success. The French now possess four such ships .. and are understood to 

be building others. These vessels carry from 90 to 100 guns of the heaviest calibre, and .. they 

are all equal to at least ten knots per hour in smooth water, and with a flood tide in the springs, 

both of which they could easily command. At this rate of speed about ten minutes would elapse 

from the time when they first came within effective reach of the guns of Southsea Castle till they 

were safely past all danger and anchored inside the harbour.”
x
 

Final confirmation of the French threat was seen in the launching of their warship ‘La Gloire’ in 

1859. La Gloire (The Glory) was the world's first screw- propelled steam- powered ironclad 

battle ship to come in to operation; moreover it could reach high speeds with lower power than 

comparable British warships.
xi

 

 

 
La Gloire 

 

The threat level of invasion was now regarded as sky high. In a debate in the House of 

Commons, Edward Horsman MP sounded a dire warning 

 

“From the day that he (Napoleon III) became Ruler of France, every act had been in the most 

strict accord with this preconceived policy, ...Those who were not wilfully blind must see the 

most unmistakable preparation for invasion.. the extension of the navy, the fortification of the 

coast, the enlargement and increase in the number of transports, and the conscription for the 
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marine, all indicated preparation for a gigantic enterprise to be undertaken some day or another 

against a gigantic naval Power, and that Power need not be named: The English.” 
xii

 

 

All this persuaded Lord Palmerston, the Prime Minister 1859-1865, to appoint a Commission “to 

Consider the Defences of the United Kingdom” in August 1859.  Its brief was to enquire ‘into 

the state and sufficiency of Fortifications existing for the Defence of the United Kingdom and an 

examination had into all works at present in progress for the improvement thereof, and 

consideration given to the most efficient means of rendering the same complete, especially all 

Works of Defence as are provided for the protection of Our Royal Arsenals and Dockyards’.   

 

They concluded in their report of February 1860 (command 2682) that the fleet, standing army 

and volunteer forces combined could not provide sufficient defence and an intensive programme 

of fort building was essential to protect the Royal Dockyards. As a result of the report a chain of 

coastal fortresses was constructed, known by the nickname Palmerston Forts. Portsmouth 

harbour, in particular, was given a new an encircling line of forts to protect it from attack; and 

Littlehampton fort’s survival seemed assured.   

 

Napoleon III’s foreign policy adventures continued to make France seem a threat to Britain until 

1870 when the French army was annihilated by the Prussians at the Battle of Sedan. As a result  

Napoleon III was deposed and France lost to Prussia the industrial areas of Alsace and Lorraine, 

areas which supplied the coal and iron needed for French steam ships. The threat of invasion for 

Britain plummeted. As a consequence of the Prussian victory a new country came into being in 

1871 – Germany. From then on Germany was the main threat to Britain’s world power status; 

but any fleet setting out from Hamburg was unlikely to make a landing in West Sussex. 

 

 
 

Napoleon III handing his sword to Wilhelm I, King of Prussia, after the battle at Sedan, 

September 1870.  Published by H. Schile, New York 1871. 
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2. Public Opinion and Defence. 

 

Although throughout Victorian times the electoral system in Britain was far from democratic, 

concessions were being made to allow middle-class businessmen access to the political process. 

These men tended to be Liberal in outlook and supporters of Free Trade and negotiated peace 

settlements rather than war. A prime example was Richard Cobden MP who campaigned for a 

commercial treaty with France and was horrified by the feelings of distrust formented by some 

politicians and the press.  In 1862 Cobden published a pamphlet entitled ‘The Three Panics’ to 

expose the folly of the demonisation of France and to plea for an end to fortress building, but 

Cobden was definitely in a minority. As he said, the majority of the British public were in a 

panic about the prospect of invasion and strongly supported militarisation. 

 

From the time of the funeral of the Duke of Wellington in 1852 and onwards there was a deluge 

of public indignation that the coasts of Britain were being left unprotected. Alfred Lord 

Tennyson, the Poet Laureate, issued his “Ode on the Death of the Duke of Wellington” which 

contained the lines: 

“Remember him who led your hosts; 
 

He bade you guard the sacred coasts.” 
 

 

And according to Richard Cobden 14 other pamphlets were published in support of  a more 

active defence policy.  

 

“Foremost of these is Sir Francis B. Head, who has given us a thick volume under the title of 

“The Defenceless State of Great Britain;” then we have “Thoughts on National Defence,” by 

Vice-Admiral Bowles; “On the Defence of England,” by Sir C. J. Napier, who tells us that he 

“believes that our young soldiers pray night and day” for an invasion; “A Plan for the 

Formation of a Maritime Militia,” by Captain Elliot; “National Defences,” by Montague Gore, 

Esq.; “Memorandum on the Necessity of a Secretary of State for our Defences, &c.,” by Robert 

Carmichael Smith; “The Defence of our Mercantile Sea-ports,” by a Retired Artillery Officer; 

and amongst a host of others is “The Peril of Portsmouth,” by James Fergusson Esq., with a 

plan; commencing most portentously:—“Few persons are perhaps aware that Portsmouth, 

which from its position and its extent is by far the most important station of the British Navy, is 

at present in so defenceless a state, that it could easily be taken by a coup-de-main, either from 

the sea or by land”
xiiixiv

 

 

Fergusson, who wrote ‘The Peril of Portsmouth’ was an architect who went on to be a member 

of the royal commission to inquire into the defences of the United Kingdom in 1859, acting as a 

representative of the Treasury.   

 

Also, it was pressure from middle class public opinion that led to the setting up of the volunteer 

Rifle Corps in 1859: 

 

“Every man can be taught to use a rifle, and if one in every ten adult Englishmen will learn to do 

so we are not likely to be burdened with foreign visitors. The ditches and hedgerows of England 

may be so lined with a deadly fire that any foreign force which might have succeeded in effecting 
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a landing would be simply chained to a particular spot, until handed over to the manipulations 

of the regular practitioners.
xv

 

 

The defeat of Napoleon III by the Prussians in 1870 did not lead to any diminution  of  invasion 

panic for large sections of the British public. Instead fear of invasion by France was replaced by 

fear of invasion by Germany! In 1871 Blackwood’s Magazine published a short story by George  

Chesney who was a captain in the Royal Engineers. The story was called The Battle of Dorking 

and it told of the citizens of Dorking trying to withstand attack by a German army of invasion. 

The purpose of the story was to make readers aware of the crucial need to increase the defences 

of Britain 

 

“Truly the nation was ripe for a fall; but when I reflect how a little firmness and self-denial, or 

political courage and foresight, might have averted the disaster, I feel that the judgment must 

have really been deserved. A nation too selfish to defend its liberty could not have been fit to 

retain it.”
xvi

 

 
 

Front cover of the 1871 pamphlet edition of Sir George Chesney's The Battle of Dorking. 

 

The story was so popular that the magazine reprinted it six times and it inspired a succession of 

responses in the form of poems, fiction, and music hall songs. Between the publication of The 

Battle of Dorking in 1871 and the start of the Great War hundreds of similar novels were written 

constituting a whole genre – Invasion Literature.   
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3. Financing Defence 

 

Once the desirability of fortifying the coast had been decided upon, the government had to find 

the necessary finance. This involved discussions about both new sources of revenue and the 

diversion of funds from elsewhere. 

 

In 1848 Wellington had failed to get extra funds for coastal fortification because Lord John 

Russell (the Prime Minister) and his Liberal party were not prepared to propose a rise in income 

tax.
xvii

 But as the level of risk increased so did the willingness to spend money. 

 

In 1860 the Report of the Commission ‘to Consider the Defences of the United Kingdom’ 

recommended the building of a chain of forts to cost £10,390,000, of which £1,885,000 was for 

purchase of the land, £7,005,000 for the erection of the forts,  £500,000 for the armaments and 

£1,000,000 for floating batteries.
xviii

 Added to the sum already earmarked for new forts the total 

bill was £11,850,000 (£11,850,000 is worth about £888,750,000 in today’s money using RPI). 

The Commissioners recommended that the work, and the bill, should be spread over four years.  

 

The report was strongly criticised  by members of “The Blue Water School” who thought money 

would be better spent on revamping the navy. These men pointed out that ships could play an 

offensive as well as a defensive role whereas forts were only for defence so, they said, the navy 

should be supplied with the latest artillery enabling them to control the High Seas as in the days 

of sail. They asked for 23 new ironclad battleships as well as smaller ships to support them. The 

‘Blue Water School’ also pointed out that ships could be deployed all over the world to protect 

the Brtish Empire. 

 

“The National interest is: 1st The Defence of Great Britain and Ireland; 2nd The protection of 

our commerce;3rd The occupation of India”
xix

 

 

 
HMS Warrior-The first British ironclad warship built in 1861. (photo 2009) 

 

 



10 
 

The proposals of the Commission also caused outrage from Liberals such as Cobden who 

regarded any increased defence expenditure as a waste of money and recommended instead 

signing a trade treaty with France. 

 

Punch March 1861 Napoleon III and 

Palmerston play cards. 

Pam: “Is not Your Majesty tired of this foolish 

game?

 

BEGGAR MY NEIGHBOUR 
LOUIS: 
Come Mr Bull, your purse is full 
Lets have a friendly game: 
See, here I play you my La Gloire 
Now what’s the card you name? 
JOHN: 
I’ll play my Warrior, a good card 
And one I’ll freely back: 
Then follow suit with my Black Prince, 
The king of all the pack. 
And so for every card you play 
You’ll find that I’ll play two: 
My purse is heavy as you say- 
Who’ll tire first – I or you? 
Your little game, my foreign friend 
Is one that two can play 
And he will be most sure to win 
Who can the longest pay. 
But is it wise to waste our time 
(Nor is that loss the chief),  
In games that can do neither good,  
And may bring both to grief?  
Throw up your cards; I'll throw up mine, 
And cease this fruitless labour:  
There's better work for each to do  
Than Beggaring his Neighbour! 

 

After considering the Commission’s report, the government decided to compromise and make a 

reduction of £3,930,000 in the cost of fortifications by cutting out a huge number of the proposed 

works, including removing 6 forts at Portsmouth from the plans .
xx

  

 

There then was discussion about how to find the money. Palmerston proposed raising a loan to 

pay for the whole works immediately. 
 

“But how is the money, to be got? There are two ways: annual taxation, to raise for this purpose 

over and above all other expenses a third or a fourth of this sum each year, or the raising a loan 

for the whole amount, payable in instalments, with interest, in twenty or thirty years. The first 

method would evidently be the best in principle, and the cheapest, but the burthen would be 

heavy, and the danger would be that after the first year the desire for financial relief might 

prevail over a provident sense of danger, and the annual grants would dwindle down to their 

present insufiiciency ; and the works would thus remain indefinitely unfinished. The second 

course has the advantage of being financially as light, or nearly so, as the present system, 

because the annual repayment of principal and interest would be but little heavier than the 

present annual votes, while we should gain the same advantage of early completion of works 

which would be secured by the greater financial burthen of the first plan”
xxi

.  
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Gladstone, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, was outraged at the notion of taking a loan and 

putting the country into debt which he regarded as “a betrayal of my public duty”
xxii

 but he was 

persuaded not to resign and finally Parliament agreed to a loan to cover the expenditure.
xxiii

 The 

Fortifications (Provision for Expenses Act) was passed in August 1860.
xxiv  Then work began on 

the new forts. 

 

Littlehampton Fort was already up and running by then. The main building work was undertaken 

by Locke and Nesham, a large London firm who had already construted several public buildings 

including Wandsworth Prison. 

 

                  Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle - Saturday, January 14, 1854:  

“The contract for the extensive defensive works for Littlehampton Harbour, which has been 

taken by Messrs. Locke and Nesham, London, will be executed under a tender greatly below 

those sent in by our local contractors. The works will be on the west side of the harbour, and, 

therefore, in the parish of Climping, the river being the boundary between the parishes.” 

 

In addition the glacis was built by a local firm – Robert Bushby of Littlehampton. 

 

West Sussex Advertiser and South Coast Journal- January 18, 1855  

“Mr Bushby, the contractor for the erection of the additional works at the fortifications a 

Littlehampton, is proceeding with the works with all possible dispatch, and the vicinity of the 

batteries presents a scene of activity seldom equalled in the place.”  

 

According to a report of 1883 the contract price for the fort was £7,146/-/-  but the final cost was 

£7,615/10s/-
xxv

 

 

 

4. Creating the forts. 

 

In order to get value for money the forts had to be constructed and equipped to the most modern 

standards.  
 

Responsibility for the forts lay with the Royal Engineers. Until 1855 the Royal Engineers Corps 

was run by the Board of Ordance, but as a result of the enquiry into military organisation 

occassioned by Britain’s dire performance in the Crimean War, in 1855 the Board of Ordnance 

was abolished and responsibilty for coastal defence was transfered to the War Office. So from 

1855 the Royal Artillery, the Royal Engineers the guns and forts were all under the command of 

the army Commander in Chief.
xxvi

 

 

Although the firm of Locke and Nesham did the building work at Littlehampton they were under 

the supervision of the Royal Engineers. 

 

                                               West Sussex Gazette February 1st 1854  

The government defensive works at this Port were commenced on Thursday, giving employment 

to a considerable number of workmen, and Capt. Fenwick, R.E. has arrived to superintend the 

construction thereof.  
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                                                West Sussex Gazette November 9, 1854  

The new battery, which is nearly completed, was visited on Saturday by the heads of the 

Ordnance Department, among whom we noticed – General Sir John Burgoyne, F.G.C.B.R.E., 

General Hardinge, Major Gen. Sir Frederick Smith, R.H.C.R.E., Sir Thomas Hastings, Capt. 

Fanshawe, Capt. Fenwick, R.E., and a Colonel of Artillery not to us known. We hear that some 

additional earthwork is to be thrown up on the north side. 
 

                                           The Morning Chronicle Thursday March 15th 1855  

At Littlehampton defensible barracks and a five gun battery capable of containing forty men and 

two officers, and the proper complement of non-commissioned officers, has just been completed 

on the west bank of the harbour. Messrs. Locke and Nesham, of 68 Theobald’s-road, London, 

built the barracks under the superintendence of Captain Fenwick and Mr Bryson, foreman of 

works in the Royal Engineer Department. A glacis is in the course of erection by Mr Bushby in 

the rear of the barracks. 

 

When the government of Palmerston commissioned the new forts in 1860 decisions about 

construction were left to the Royal Engineers, under William Jervois. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William Jervois 1862. 

 

Jervois, then a Major, was the Royal Commission’s secretary. In 1861 he became a Lieutenant 

Colonel. He spent the years 1864 and 1865 in Canada working on fortification schemes against a 

threatened American invasion; from 1871-1872 he was advisor on fortifications in India and in 

1874 he had a similar role in Ireland. 
xxvii

 In 1860 Jervois set out guidelines for construction and 

a team of young engineers supervised operations. 

 

4.1 Designing the forts 

 

The 1860 Royal Commission wanted the new forts built quickly-they gave a four year time 

frame- and cheaply- to a fixed budget. This meant the forts had to be fairly simple in design. The 

pattern Jervois chose followed closely the design of Littlehampton Fort. Littlehampton was a 

lunette fort this means it was crescent shaped with ramparts facing the sea like a wedge. The 

guns faced the Channel to prevent invasion and the inland side of the fort was relatively 

undefended.  
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Littlehampton Fort

xxviii
 

 

Jervois’ forts took two basic shapes; forts commanding the sea were wedge shaped and forts 

providing all round protection were polygonal. Whereas medieval forts tended to be curved, 

Jervois preferred straight lines: 

 

“It will be found in almost all cases that a fort with straight faces flanked by caponiers will 

adapt itself to the ground much better, and that it will be much more applicable in every other 

respect, than one of a bastioned trace. 

On these considerations it has been found advisable to adopt a polygonal trace, making the 

angles of the polygon of the rampart sufficiently obtuse to allow of the fire from one face taking 

up that of the face adjacent to it.”
xxix

 

 

In their 1860 report the Commissioners stated: 

The works should be so designed, as to be defended by a small body of men against a coup-de-

main; but that they should at the same time have capabilities of resistance that will enable them 

to withstand any attack likely to be brought against them. The main ramparts should be capable 

of affording a heavy fire of artillery and musketry, in those directions over which an enemy must 

make his approach. In situations where the ditches can be filled with water, no revetment 

(supporting wall) need be constructed; but wherever this is not the case, they should either have 

escarps and counterscarps or detached walls of masonry; and in either case they should be 

flanked both by artillery and musketry.
xxx

 

 

At Littlehampton Fort the guns were on top of a rampart (earthwork) which was behind a ditch.  
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There was a wall in the ditch, called a Carnot wall after its inventor - Lazare Nicolas Carnot who 

had been Napoleon Bonaparte's Secretary of War. The wall was 12 feet (3.66m) high and in it 

were loopholes (slit windows) for the soldiers to shoot from. At each of the three corners of the 

wall was a bastion.  

 

Shoreham Fort
xxxi

 

 

Whitesand Bay Fort, Cornwall
xxxii

 

Fareham Fort, 

Portsmouth
xxxiii

 

 
Plymouth

xxxiv
 

 
Yaverland Battery Isle of Wight

xxxv
 

 
Fort Widley, Portsmouth

xxxvi
 

 

Shoreham Fort and Yaverland, Sandown and Redcliffe Batteries on the Isle of Wight also had 

Carnot Walls but Jervois, as seen above, did not favour bastions:  

“But generally, the disadvantages of bastioned works in such cases as are now under 

consideration are: 1. That the usual size of the works will not suffice to admit of properly 
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developed bastions. 2. The work will not accommodate itself to the ground. 3. The difficulty of 

bringing the fire of the several faces to bear in the directions required. 4. The interior space will 

be much reduced.”
xxxvii

 

At Littlehampton the bastions had open tops but that design was superseded by caponiers (like 

bastions but with roofs) in the ditch to protect the soldiers from in-coming fire. The soldiers 

inside the caponier shot out of slit windows at any invader entering the ditch. At Littlehampton 

and Shoreham the cannon were placed on top of the ramparts behind a low protective wall, but 

by 1860 it had become usual to place the cannon inside casemates, which were chambers with 

gun ports, within the rampart. 

The decision to have casemates for the cannons was rather problematical. Experiments had 

shown that it was much more difficult for cannon to destroy an ironclad ship like La Gloire than 

a wooden ship, and this set engineers thinking- would guns firing at a fort from an ironclad ship 

be able to destroy it easily? Should not the fort be ironclad too? A ‘Special Committee on Iron 

Plates’ was set up to try out firing cannon at various  types of casemate . 

"The Committee appointed at the beginning of last year to continue the inquiry on the subject of 

iron defences, obtained the opinion of most of the principal iron manufacturers in the country as 

to the best quality and manufacture of iron to resist shot. The great diversity of opinion among so 

many practical men could only be accounted for by the fact that none of these gentlemen had 

ever had an opportunity of witnessing the effect of a shot on an iron plate, and this in some 

measure explains the very small progress that had, up to a recent period, been made in their 

manufacture. In consequence, plates of various qualities and manufactures were ordered for 

experiment, and the makers were requested either to be present themselves at the experiment, or 

to send someone in whom they placed confidence. They all most gladly availed themselves of this 

permission, and at the conclusion of the experiment they expressed themselves confident of being 

able to overcome all difficulties of manufacture, and of producing plates capable of resisting 

shot. Practical knowledge of great value was by this means afforded to those manufacturers who 

proposed to devote themselves to this branch of the iron trade; and a spirit of emulation raised 

among the different iron-masters which cannot fail to have a most beneficial effect in bringing 

the question (as far as qualities and manufacture are concerned) to a satisfactory solution.”
xxxviii

 

A decision was finally reached in 1865 that  

"(1) that our most advanced and important sea-forts should be protected by walls consisting 

wholly of iron, and (2) that for other coast batteries masonry might be used, but that every gun 

casemate of these should have a shield affording protection against fire, equal, at least, to that of 

its own gun. A series of trials of plates of steel, and steel and iron combined, at this time showed 

that at this stage of the development of armour a simple rolled plate of soft iron formed the best 

shield." 
xxxix

 

By this time half the Palmerston Forts had already been built.
xl
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4.2 Arming the Forts. 

 

Once built, the forts had to be armed. The size and number of guns installed depended on the 

scale of the attack expected and the strategic importance of the location. Littlehampton Fort had 

5 guns; Shoreham Fort had 6; Picklecombe Fort, Plymouth had 42. 

 

It was anticipated that Littlehampton Fort would receive Lancaster guns, but it is not clear if this 

type of gun was ever installed.
xli

 

 

West Sussex Gazette November 9, 1854 

“We hear that five heavy Lancaster guns are to be mounted immediately” 

 

The Lancaster gun was designed by Charles Lancaster. It had a rifled barrel which was oval in 

shape and it fired conical instead of spherical shells. It was used during the Crimean War but it 

was never approved for service because it had a tendency to burst apart. 
xlii

 It was probably not 

installed in Littlehampton. 

 

In any event the guns did not arrive for another two years. 

 

                                              West Sussex Gazette October 23, 1856  

THE NEW FORT– The guns for the NEW FORT, together with 20 tons of powder, shot, and 

other requisites, are daily expected. The guns required are five in number. We hear that they are 

three 68-pounders, and two 32-pounders; the former weighing, without their platforms, five tons 

each. A detachment of men from the royal artillery, at Woolwich, are also expected to assist in 

disembarking and mounting them.  

 

According to the record of 1886, the fort actually had two 68 pounders and three 32 pounders. 

The 68 pounders had a range of 140 yards and the 32 pounders a range of 1,600 yards.
xliii

   

 

 
Littlehampton Fort Guns 

1886 

 

However, the Committee on Coast Defences reported in 1873 that Littlehampton Fort “is now 

armed with five 68 pounder smooth-bore guns”. This was the standard issue for coastal forts. 

68pdr 

32 pdr 

32 pdr 
32 pdr 

68 pdr 
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The 68 pounder first came into service in 1846; it was an old-fashioned cast iron smooth bore 

gun, but it was reliable and was cheap to produce and thus approved by the Commissioners in 

their 1860 Report.  
 

 In respect to expense, that portion which is not provided for in Engineer estimates, appears to 

amount to about £167 per 68-pounder smooth-bored gun, and is less for the smaller natures. We 

are not prepared to say precisely how many guns should be placed in some of the proposed new 

works of land defence. Upon a general estimate, however, we are led to believe that the works 

herein proposed will require for armament, not less than 2,500 pieces of artillery, in addition to 

any that are now mounted, or already demanded for works which have been sanctioned previous 

to this Report. Taking these at an average of £200 each, on the supposition that a portion of them 

will be rifled ordnance, the estimated expense under this head, will be £500,000.
xliv

 

 

Photo of a 68 pounder gun on a replica carriage at the Royal Armouries, Fort Nelson. 

 

Produced 1841-1861 

Number built 2,000+ 

Length 10 feet (3.3m) 

Weight 95 cwt (4,800 kg) 

Calibre (diameter of muzzle) 8.12 inches (20.62 cm) 

Projectile Solid Shot or 
Cast-iron spherical Explosive shell 

Shot weight 68 pounds (30.84 kg) 

Maximum range 3,400 yards 
xlv

 

 

Originally the 68 pounder fired solid cannon balls but by 1860 the Royal Artillery were 

recommending that each gun had a variety of ammunition: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/68-pounder_gun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Nelson,_Hampshire
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The relative proportion of the different kinds of ammunition in the batteries to be as follows- 

68 pounder Gun, 95 cwt. 

90 Solid shot 

50 Common shells 

15 Shrapnel ditto 

20 Case and grape 

25 Martins’ shells, liquid iron. 

 

Total 200 rounds 

 

Or if not provided with a Cupola for melting iron- 

100 solid shot 

65 Common shells 

15 Shrapnel ditto 

20 Case and grape 

 

Total 200 rounds.
xlvi

 

 

Solid shot was cannonballs; Common shells were filled with gunpowder; Shrapnel shells were 

filled with tiny bits of metal; Case and grape are shells filled with small iron balls; Martins’ 

shells were filled with hot molten iron – Littlehampton Fort did not have the necessary Cupola 

(furnace) for these. 

 

The 68 pounder was a smooth-bore gun and the future lay with rifled cannon; as the 1860 

Commissioners were aware: 

 

“In conclusion, the Committee cannot help stating, that in framing this report they have felt that 

they were placed in a difficult position, the present time being, as regards artillery, a period of 

transition from the old smooth-bored gun to rifled ordnance; and as far as the Committee are 

aware no definite determination has been made with regards to the latter. However, the 

Committee conceive that as regards the position of pivots for traversing platforms, magazines, 

and shell- rooms or other permanent works in a battery, no material alterations would be 

required should rifled guns be substituted for the old guns.”
xlvii

 

 

4.3 Manning the Forts. 

 

Once the forts were constructed they had to be manned. Littlehampton Fort, built 1854, was 

originally manned by the Royal Artillery Militia, mainly the Sussex Artillery Militia. 

 

                                                          West Sussex Gazette.  

March 15th 1855  
On Wednesday last, the 7th inst. A detachment of the Norfolk Militia, amounting to 40 men and 

officers, arrived in this town from North Yarmouth. They are for the present billeted in the 

various Inns and Hotels previously to their occupying the nearly erected redoubt at the entrance 

of the port.  
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April 5, 1855  
THE MILITIA – On Friday last the Royal Norfolk Artillery Militia left this town, having served 

the number of days required by the Government. They will shortly be succeeded by some 

recruits.  

May 3, 1855  
On Wednesday last a detachment of the Royal Sussex Artillery Militia, arrived here from 

garrison at Gosport. They occupy the newly erected fort commanding the entrance of the Arun.  

December 13, 1855  
It is now 8 months since the Royal Sussex Artillery Militia arrived for duty at the fort at this 

place.  During this time the men’s conduct has been exemplary. They are a remarkably fine body 

of men… They were enrolled chiefly from the East Grinstead area. The commander is Capt. 

Moor, of Pixton Hill. The other officers are Lieut. Molineux and Lieut. Turner. As a result of the 

intelligence of the men and the zeal of the officers, everyone who sees their drill thinks that they 

are remarkably efficient.  

 

With the troops from the Regular Army in the Crimea the task of defending the fort was left to 

the militia. The Militia Act of 1852 encouraged men to volunteer by offering s bounty of £6 paid 

on enrolment plus expenses of up to 2 shillings and sixpence a month during service. Men were 

expected to enrol for five years and to undertake 21 to 56 days training a year at an army depot. 
In 1854, when the war was in its earlier stages, the Act of 1852 received amendments enabling 

the government to embody the militia on full time duty and to send militia regiments to perform 

garrison-duty at Gibraltar, Malta, and Corfu as well as at home. 
xlviii

 By 1856 there were 22 corps 

of Artillery Militia manning coastal defences in Britain.
xlix

  

 

After the war was over responsibility for manning Littlehampton Fort seems to have reverted to 

the Regular Army with the 1861 census recording 59 men from the 4th (The King's Own) 

Regiment of Foot as being stationed there, although these all seem to have been trainees from the 

Chichester depot.
l
 They were under the supervision of a Master Gunner from the Royal Artillery.  

 

By 1871 there were only 3 soldiers at the fort – all from the Coastal Artillery. When the Royal 

Artillery became part of the War Office in 1859 a new ‘Coastal Brigade’ was formed. This 

comprised experienced officers and men with not less than 12 years service. During the period of 

building the Palmerston Forts the Coastal Brigade expanded until in 1881 it had a strength of 28 

officers, 131 master gunners, 230 NCOs and 68 gunners. They were responsible for the care and 

maintenance of the guns ammunition and stores at every defence work in the United Kingdom.
 li

 

If there was ever an emergency they would be augmented by troops from the infantry. 

 

5. Technical advances in weaponry. 

 

One of the reasons that Richard Cobden was so opposed to building the Palmerston forts was that 

he realised that they would soon be out of date: 

 

"The application of iron plates to ship-building, which has rendered the reconstruction of the 

navies necessary, must be regarded as the commencement of an indefinite series of changes; 

and, looking to the great variety of experiments now making, both in ships and artillery, and to 

the new projects which inventors are almost daily forcing upon the attention of the governments, 
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it is not improbable that, a few years hence, when England and France shall have renewed their 

naval armaments, they will again be rendered obsolete by new scientific discoveries.” lii 
 

He had a good point. During the next few decades there was a constant struggle between 

advances in armour and artillery. The ironclad ships were found to be resistant  to traditional 

spherical cannon balls but they could be pierced by shells with a pointed nose such as those fired 

by the Lancaster gun. The Lancaster was soon found deficient because the cast iron muzzle burst 

open, so the hunt was on for a better model. William Armstrong seemed to have found a 

solution. His guns were rifled but rather than being cast in one piece they were made by slipping 

a number of wrought iron tubes on top of each other like hoops, which prevented the gun from 

splitting open when it was fired.  

 

 
Armstrong 600 pounder gun. Harpers Weekly January 30, 1864 

 

Armstrong began by creating a small 3 pounder gun in 1855 then gradually increased the size – 

making a 5 pounder in 1856, then a 18 pounder, a 25 pounder, a 40 pounder, a 70 pounder and 

finally a 110 pounder. This last large size impressed the War Office and in 1858 it recommended 

‘the immediate introduction of guns fixed on Mr Armstrong’s principle’
liii

. William Armstrong 

was appointed Superintendent of the Royal Gun Factory, Woolwich in 1859 and the government 

ordered 3,000 of his new guns both for warships and coastal defence. This appointment 

coincided with the invasion panic and the setting up of the ‘Commission to consider The 

Defence of the United Kingdom’. When the Palmerston forts were commissioned it was assumed 

they would be equipped with smooth bore 68 pounders, supplemented by Armstrong’s rifled 

guns. However, there was a problem. Armstrong’s guns were not only rifled but were breech 

loaders instead of muzzle loaders. The smaller Armstrong guns worked well but in the large 110 

pounders the breech mechanism sometimes burst when the gun was fired, injuring the gunners.  

 

http://www.sonofthesouth.net/leefoundation/civil-war-1864.htm
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In 1863 a special commission was appointed to study cannon design. An iron-clad target was set 

up at Shoeburyness and various guns were fired at it.   

 

The target, which was 20 feet by 9 feet, represented the ordinary broadside of a wooden ship 

armour-plated, with the addition, of an iron skin outside the frame timbers. The total thickness of 

the target was 35 1/2 inches, of which 6 inches were iron and 29 1/2 inches oak.
liv

 

 

 

 
The Artillery Experiments at Shoeburyness. Inspection of La Gloire target after the Firing. 

Illustrated London News 20th August 1864. 

 

The conclusion of the experiment was that rifled guns (such as the Lancaster and the Armstrong) 

were superior to smoothbores, but there was no reason for thinking breech loaders preferable to 

muzzle loaders. Ideally what was needed was a Rifled Muzzle Loader (RML). The contract with 

Armstrong was cancelled and he resigned from his post at Woolwich. On 18 August 1865 the 

Ordnance Committee reported:  

“Muzzle-loading guns are far superior to breech-loaders in simplicity of construction and 

efficiency in this respect for active service; they can be loaded and worked with perfect ease and 

abundant rapidity.” 

New rifled muzzle-loaders were designed using Armstrong's built- up wrought-iron construction 

method which was considered sound. They used a system whereby the shells had studs on the 

outside, which aligned with grooves in the barrel of the cannon.  



22 
 

The old-fashioned cannon such as the smooth-bore 68 pounders had fired solid cannon balls, but 

the new-style rifled cannon fired shells. These were hollow cylinders filled with gunpowder and 

they had pointed tops. They were designed to pierce the wall of the enemy ship and then 

explode. The new guns were described by their calibre (diameter) e.g. 7 inches or 9 inches rather 

than the weight of the projectile they fired, which makes direct comparison difficult. The rifled 

guns were far stronger than the smooth-bore models and so they could fire much larger 

projectiles. They were heavier and much more expensive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diagram of a shell for a RML 7 inch gun. 

circa. 1877 

 

 

In the 1860 Report the Commissioners had estimated paying £167 per 68-pounder smooth-bored 

gun but by 1868 costs had rocketed. A 10inch RML gun which could fire a 400 pound shell cost 

£1,250 for the gun and £577 for the carriage.
lv

 

 

producing new rifled muzzle loaders was very costly but, in 1863, Major William Palliser had 

invented a method of lining smooth-bore cast iron cannon with wrought iron rifled tubes and, as 

a result of the good performance of Palliser’s guns at the Shoeburyness trials, the government 

decided to embark on a scheme of converting the old smooth-bores.  Smooth-bore 32 pounders 

became rifled 64 pounders and smooth-bore 68 pounders became rifled 80 pounders.
lvi

 The shells 

were bullet-shaped instead of spherical with their length longer than their circumference and so 

the shells were larger overall than the cannon balls. 

Capt. PALLISER has, by the simple process of lining our cast-iron guns with wrought-iron coils, 

discovered a means of rendering our old cast ordnance available as rifled cannon. This plan has 
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been tried at Woolwich and found to answer even beyond the hope of its inventor, and the acres 

of guns now lying at the arsenal and our various dockyards can soon, and at small expense, be 

converted into rifled ordnance on any pattern which the result of the trials may induce the 

Government to adopt. Too high praise can scarcely be given to the exertions of a young cavalry 

officer, who, conducting experiments at his own expense, has now brought forward results 

which, in the matter of cast shot and rifling our cast guns, will effect a saving of millions to the 

country. 
lvii

 

 

Testing Artillery at Shoeburyness.  Punch January 2
nd

 1864 

Providing rifled guns was still expensive. Palmerston died in 1865 and from 1868 Gladstone was 

Prime Minister; Gladstone who, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, had not wanted to finance the 

1860 forts. In 1870 Gladstone set up an enquiry to see if the cost of the coastal forts represented 

value for money.  

 

Memorandum for the Commanding Royal Engineers at Dover, Colchester and Brighton. War 

Office 30
th

 July 1870. 

The question of the utility of the Martello towers and batteries on the coasts of Suffolk, Essex, 

Kent and Sussex, having been recently under the consideration of the Defence Committee and 

the Committee having recommended ‘that these works should be maintained wherever the 

expense to be incurred would not be incommensurate with their military value’ the commanding 

Royal Engineers at Dover, Colchester and Brighton are requested to form a joint Committee to 

visit the several works referred to, and to report what towers and batteries they would 

recommend to be maintained and which they consider should be abandoned. 
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Whereas Palmerston’s 1860 report had concentrated on Portsmouth and Plymouth which were 

likely to be invaded by the French, by 1870, as ‘The Battle of Dorking’ had pointed out, the 

threat was perceived as coming from Germany and so the east coast had to be able withstand 

attack. Gladstone himself was appalled by this latest panic: 

 

In Blackwood's Magazine there has lately been a famous article called 'The Battle of Dorking’ I 

should not mind this 'Battle of Dorking,' if we could keep it to ourselves, if we could take care 

that nobody belonging to any other country should know that such follies could find currency or 

even favour with portions of the British public; but unfortunately these things go abroad, and 

they make us ridiculous in the eyes of the whole world. I do not say that the writers of them are 

not sincere — that is another matter — but I do say that the result of these things is practically 

the spending of more and more of your money.
lviii

  
 

The committee took three years to visit all the forts and when it issued its report in 1873 it did 

not come up with any suggestions for saving money. On the contrary it proposed greatly 

increasing the number of RML guns in operation in order to properly fight off invasion by 

ironclad ships. 

 

Summary
lix

 

183. We have described in detail the harbours, anchorages, and coastline between Portsmouth 

and the Wash, the existing defences, and those which we believe should be constructed in order 

to give security to the small harbours for several days, a fair protection to the anchorages, and 

an efficient yet moderate and economical permanent addition to the defence of the coast. 

 

184. Excepting Newhaven, Dover, and Harwich, there is not, on the whole extent of the coast 

which we have visited, a single gun capable of making any impression upon an ironclad ship; of 

rifled ordnance there are indeed only five 110 pounder B.L. guns to be found, the usual 

armament of the towers, batteries and forts being obsolete smooth-bores. It is possible at this 

moment for an un-armoured cruiser, carrying heavy rifled guns, to attack any of these works 

along the coast, at ranges which would deprive them of the power to reply; an armoured vessel 

might approach close to them with almost complete immunity.  Although the obsolete smooth-

bore armament might be of some slight use to oppose boats, we cannot but entertain a grave 

apprehension that the dispiriting effect of fighting with weapons of known inferiority would have 

serious influence on even the best troops as to make it a question whether it would not be better 

to have no guns at all than such as are now mounted.. 

 

The Committee had highlighted another issue – the ‘enemy’ ships would have rifled cannon on 

board and the coastal forts were not strong enough to withstand their attackers. 

 

185. The works generally have parapets of insufficient thickness to resist modern artillery, but in 

most cases they are capable of improvement. In many places, however, there are no defences, 

and in some there never were. The extent of our proposals for new works and armaments is as 

limited as possible, consistent with the condition of being able to fire on a ship, and in some 

measure to oppose landing over all the vulnerable parts of the coast between Selsey Bill and 
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Orford Ness. The relative importance of the different objects is as follows, viz:- 1
st
 Harbours; 2

nd
 

Anchorage;  3
rd

 Coastline. 

 

186. The existing coast defences are then in an inefficient and most unsatisfactory condition, 

urgently needing improvement. Not even lining the beach with troops, nor all the light artillery 

which could be brought up could compensate for the absence of heavy guns to oppose the 

approach of vessels...... 
 

191. The first question, whenever a panic arises, is ‘Have we means adequate to oppose an 

attempt at invasion. We can only answer No!... In the days not yet so very old, when heavy guns 

were weighed by the hundredweight it was thought by some that batteries could be extemporised, 

but that opinion was not shared by those who armed them. It is true that at that time the supply 

of guns was practically unlimited. Now, however, it is far otherwise: the means of manufacturing 

heavy guns is not only extremely limited, but is practically incapable of any considerable 

expansion upon an emergency. The idea of extemporising defences of this character must be 

abandoned as thoroughly impracticable. Both the guns and the works to contain them must be 

provided with deliberate foresight. 

 

The Committee then made its recommendations: 
 

Conclusion 

 

198. Of the 104 existing works we recommend that 39 should be remodelled in construction and 

armament; that 25 should be slightly improved and rearmed; that 40 should be maintained in 

their present condition as emplacements for guns, as well as to afford store and barrack 

accommodation when occasion may arise, provided the expenditure in maintenance should 

remain as small as it is now is, viz, about one-third per cent of the original cost. 

 

199. We have further recommended the construction of 37 new works, viz 5 small forts, 25 

towers, and 7 batteries. 

 

200. The total cost of carrying out these recommendations would be about three quarters of a 

million sterling. 

 

Littlehampton Fort not only had smooth bore guns but it was weakly constructed with open 

bastions and no casemates for the guns and no iron-cladding. The Committee recommended an 

upgrade: 

 

Littlehampton – Remodel fort and arm partly or wholly with heavy guns.  

 

 

6. The end of the Fort. 

 

Littlehampton Fort was not remodelled. It received no new guns and no new armouring. 

According to English Heritage the fort was taken out of action in 1873 but evidence for this is 

not supplied.
lx

 The Fort was certainly manned during the 1880s. 
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1881 Census 

The Redoubt Climping: 

Name Relationship  
to head of 
family 

Condition Sex Age Occupation Birthplace Date of 
Birth 

Hill John Head Married M 40 Bombr Royal 
Artillery 

London 1841 

Hill Annie Wife Married F 24  Madras 
(British 
subject) 

1857 

Hill John Son Single M 1  Climping 1880 

Hughes 
Henry 

Head Single M 38 Gunner RA Kidderminster 1843 

 
Battery House, Pier Road Littlehampton: 
 

Hunter, 
John 

Head Married   M 40    Master Gunner 
R A  

Woolwich 1841    

Hunter, 
Elizabeth 

Wife Married   F 41     Dover 1840    

Hunter,  
George C 

Son Single   M 16    Clerk Meerut East 
Indies 

1865    

Hunter, 
Edith Rose 

Dar Single   F 6    Scholar Plumstead 1875    

Hunter, 
Peter J A 

Son Single   M 3     Plumstead 1878    

Hunter, 
Harold A R 

Son Single    M 1     Littlehampto
n 

1880    

 

1891 Census 

Redoubt Barrack Quarters Climping 

Name Relationship  
to head of 
family 

Condition Sex Age Occupation Birthplace Date of 
Birth 

Gower 
Richard 

Head Single M 30 Gunner Royal 
Artillery 

Hornchurch 1861 
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Battery House, Pier Road Littlehampton: 

Name Relationship  
to head of 
family 

Condition Sex Age Occupation Birthplace Date of 
Birth 

Kerr 
James 

Head Married M 53 Sergeant 
RA 

Antrim 1838 

Kerr Mary Wife Married F 44  Antrim 1847 

Kerr 
William 

Son Single M 20 Tailor Antrim 1871 

Kerr 
Daniel 

Son Single M 13 Scholar Plymouth 1878 

Kerr 
Eugenie 

Daughter Single F 16 Scholar Devonshire 1875 

Kerr 
Edward 

Son Single M 7 Scholar Shoreham 1884 

Kerr Edith Daughter Single F 6 Scholar Littlehampton 1888 

Kerr 
Victoria 

Daughter Single F 3  Littlehampton 1888 

 

In 1888 (15 years after the committee recommendations) the Royal Artillery made a detailed and 

extensive survey of the fort, presumably to see if it was suitable for improvement. 
lxi

 The answer 

must have been negative because in 1891 the old 68 pounder guns were removed and the fort 

then become defunct. 

 

'Littlehampton News', 21st January 1891 
 

"Military - On Thursday last about twenty men of the Royal Artillery from Dover, arrived at the 

Fort on the Climping side of the river. We understand that they will be engaged for several days 

in dismounting the guns on the redoubt." 
 

Explanatory documentation for the decision not to remodel the fort has not been found. It may be 

assumed that the fort construction was not sufficiently robust. Although in 1860 the committee 

had stated “no material alterations would be required should rifled guns be substituted for the 

old guns” this was not the case. The new rifled guns were much heavier than the old ones and 

they needed a stronger support. In addition, as protection from rifled cannon fired from ships, the 

fort needed to be iron-clad and the guns put in iron casemates. It may be presumed that 

Littlehampton Fort could not take the additional weight. 

 

The fort was built on the beach in the sand dunes. The area is low lying and susceptible to 

flooding. There were already concerns about its foundations in 1860: 
 

 At Littlehampton the fort is built on a boggy foundation, and the whole structure is now so 

insecure that the guns could not be fired if wanted. 
lxii
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Goodwin claims that the fort was poorly built in the first place –“(In 1860) the local newspaper, 

the Littlehampton News, states that part of the work had been badly executed because of the 

materials used, and repairs estimated at about £1,000 were needed to put matters right”
lxiii

, 

though this has not been verified as the Littlehampton News was not published until 1869.  

 

The delay in remodelling the fort can perhaps be put down to the resurgence of the “Blue Water 

School”.  In 1874 Gladstone (Liberal) was replaced as Prime Minister by Disraeli (Conservative) 

and British foreign policy became more focused on the Empire.  

 

Disraeli: 

Speech at the Crystal Palace 24th June1872 

 

I believe that the people of England, and 

especially the working classes of England, are 

proud of belonging to a great country, and 

wish to maintain its greatness -that they are 

proud of belonging to an Imperial country, and 

are resolved to maintain, if they can, the 

empire of England.... If the first great object of 

the Tory party is to maintain the institutions of 

the country, the second is, in my opinion, to 

maintain the Empire of England. 

 

 

       
         Benjamin Disraeli 1873

lxiv
. 

 

This emphasis on the Empire entailed a diversion of defence spending to the navy and the 

construction of new ships.  The champion of the Blue Water School was Captain (later Admiral) 

Philip Colomb.  

 

If England now ventures into a naval war-even with the world against her- she does so with one 

absolute and practical monopoly in her favour. In the marvellous constellation of naval stations 

with which she has spangled the ocean, Great Britain possesses an absolute monopoly of 

resource... Her coal mines combine with her naval stations abroad to give a ‘practical’ 

monopoly... England alone stores her warships everywhere within the security of her own 

harbours. Steam, which in popular fears ‘bridged the Channel’, in truth and in fact placed in our 

hands the means of barring every ocean highway to all but British ships.
lxv

 

 

Vice Admiral Philip Colomb 1898 
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During the 1870s technology moved on apace. In 1856 Henry Bessemer had invented a new 

process which enabled the mass production of steel; this system was taken up by the German 

firm of Krupp who applied it to gun manufacture. The Krupp gun was breech loading but safe to 

use as it had a new type of breech mechanism.  

 

 

 

 

 

The Krupp gun on display 

at the Centennial Exhibition 

in Philadelphia 1876.  

It fired 1,200 pound shells. 

 

Norton, F. H. (ed.): Frank 

Leslie's historical register 

of the United States New 

York. (1877) 

 

 

With guns and shells getting bigger and bigger, it was getting increasingly difficult to actually 

load muzzle-loading guns and firing entailed the use of steam powered rammers. By 1878 the 

Royal Artillery had decided that something had to be done immediately and a Committee on 

Ordnance was asked to make recommendations for a breech loading gun. A solution was found 

from the Elswick Ordnance Co. of Newcastle, which began making reliable breech loading guns 

from 1880. This firm was owned by William Armstrong, whose original breech-loaders had been 

rejected by the War Office, and it not only built guns but the ships as well.  
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By 1885 all the experts were agreed that the new breech-loader was far superior and muzzle-

loading guns became obsolete for both ships and forts; ships got priority for the new equipment 

and an arms race with Germany for naval guns ensued. Whereas a 68 pounder smooth-bored gun 

had cost £167 and a10 inch RML had cost £1,250 a 10 inch rifled breech loader was priced at 

£4,000 for the gun and £1,000 for the carriage.
lxvi

  

 

Also in the 1870s a new type of ship’s weapon was designed – the torpedo.  This could be fired 

by a fast light-weight ship which could arrive off the coast virtually undetected. As a response 

the navy was issued with Quick Firing (QF) breech loading guns which could fire 3 pound shells 

at the rate of 30 per minute, but there were insufficient funds to equip the coastal forts with 

these.
lxvii

  

 

By the time of the 1888 survey at Littlehampton, ships were nothing like those at the time the 

fort was built and it must have been obvious that the building was quite unsuitable for modern 

warfare. 

 

 HMS Warrior HMS Admiral Benbow 

 

  
Launched 1860 1885 

Propulsion Steam + sail steam 

Guns 38 smooth-bore muzzle loading 
68pdrs of which 26 were behind full 
armour. 

Two Breech Loading rifled  16.25-inch guns 

(fired 1,800 pound shells) 

Ten Breech Loading rifled  6-inch guns 

Twelve 6 pounders 

Five 14 inch above-water torpedo tubes 

 

Armour Belt of 4.5 inch iron along the length 
of the batterylxviii 

Belt of 18 inch iron all round ship 
12  inch iron on control tower 

 

The situation was not much better elsewhere in Britain. 

All this presented new problems to coast-artillerry which could not be solved by muzzel loading 

guns, but nearly all the money available was being expended on the Navy, and there was very 

little left for the re-arming of the coast defences... The situation at the turn of the century as 

regards coast defence guns was chaotic. Both at home and abroad, the ports and harbours were 

defended by a medley of breech and muzzel loaders, some very modern, some very old- but 

mostly very old –and it was only gradually that order was created out of the confusion.
lxix

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:HMSBenbow190sPortBow.jpg
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So what of the Palmerston forts? The forts were constructed to prevent invasion from France, but 

in 1870 Napoleon III was defeated by the Prussians and there was no longer any threat from 

across the Channel. Napoleon III was welcomed into exile in England where he died in January 

1873. The forts were supposed to have been completed in four years but this was much too 

optimistic given the scale of the project and the frequent changed in design necessary to keep up 

with technological developments. About half of the forts were finished on time and by 1868 all 

the Plymouth forts were complete and by 1872 most of the Portsmouth forts were ready. They all 

received frequent upgrades of weaponry and all were finally fully armed in 1888, although not 

with the most modern equipment. The forts were scheduled to cost £11,850,000 but in fact they 

were far more expensive than this as the new guns were so much dearer than anticipated. The 

actual final cost is not known.  

 

Coastal defence was not the most glamorous or exciting of activities. Col. Maurice –Jones 

writes: 

“At times of crisis vigorous efforts were made to defend all the likely coves and beaches where 

the enemy might make a landing, and vast numbers of temporary batteries and defence works 

were rapidly constructed to house the guns which were to protect and cover those possible lines 

of invasion. However, Britain’s command of the narrow sea – and later command of the air over 

them as well- prevented invasion from materialising, the enemy ships and landing craft never 

closed our shores. Philip of Spain, Louis of France, Napoleon and Hitler were never able to land 

their armies in our country, and the coast gunners still continued to gaze out over the waters of 

the Channel for those hostile flotillas which never set out from their ports of embarkation. So the 

history of the Coast Artillery must largely be one of lonely garrisons vegetating for years in 

distant ports and batteries, of changes in organisation, methods, armaments and fortification, 

and very rarely the roar and smoke of battle and sudden death. ”
lxx

 

 

So was it all worth it? 

  
Littlehampton Fort 2009 

 

Littlehampton fort and the Palmerston forts were never used in battle as there was never an 

invasion of the coastline in the 19
th

 century. Therefore they are frequently referred to as 

‘Palmerston Follies’ and regarded as a waste of money. They have all been decommissioned. 
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Pathé News 02/11/1931 

 

Gladstone was particularly unimpressed by them and bitter that he had been pressurised into 

agreeing to raise a loan for them: 

 

The judgement of military authorities cannot be accepted as infallible, and we find that the 

prescriptions and recommendations of the military authorities of one day or one year are 

disavowed and reversed by the military authorities of another time. We were told in 1860 that 

Lord  Palmerson’s fortifications would give us such a state of security that we need never be 

alarmed again; but have we not had within these latter years alarms more poignant, more 

startling, more costly than, perhaps, were ever reached before in times of peace, and these 

fortifications are regarded apparently by those who recommended them with the greatest 

indifference? If I am asked to rely on the opinion of military authorities as infallible, and 

required to surrender my own poor judgement and responsibility into their hands, I would quote 

the name of Alderney. If there is a single creation on earth that may be called the creation of 

military authority it is the work now represented by the remains, the ruins, the shreds and tatters 

of the fortifications at Alderney. Save that the funds were supplied from the Treasury, these 

works were a military creation. I know it is sometimes said that all faults and imperfections in 

such cases are due to the impertinent interferences of civilians; but what civilian had anything to 

do with the works at Alderney? I had to do with them in the sense of yielding to the imperative 

demands of the military authorities of that day, excellent, able, and highly distinguished men 

they were - Sir John Burgoyne, Sir Henry Hardinge, and others who adorn our military annals. 

They told us that with an expenditure of £150,000 Cherbourg would be sealed up, and no hostile 

fleet would ever issue from it. I was the man who proposed this expenditure, and the House 

agreed to it thirty-five years ago. But I need not say that the matter did not stop there; the 

expenditure went up to £1,500,000 - and I am not sure whether it stopped short of £2,000,000 - 

and of that there now remain but the miserable fragments of that work, a monument of human 

folly,  useless to us as regards any purpose for which we were urged by military authorities to 

adopt their plan, but perhaps not absolutely useless to a possible enemy, with whom we may at 

some period have to deal, and who may possibly be able to extract some profit in the way of 

shelter and accommodation from the ruins.
lxxi
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So were Littlehampton fort and the other forts nothing but follies? It is impossible to say as we 

do not know what would have happened without them. Ian Hogg asks “Does anyone criticise a 

householder for insuring his home against fire for thirty years during which time he never has a 

fire? If I fit my house with expensive burglar-proof locks and never have a burglary did I waste 

my money?”
lxxii

 Well, it would depend on an analysis of the level of risk.  

 

A more apposite analogy is made by a member of the Victorian Forts Society: 

I've always thought of the Palmerston fortifications as the nuclear deterrent of their day. Any 

potential enemy was fully aware of the difficulties that they would have to overcome. So just by 

being there, they served a greater purpose than if they had been used in anger.
lxxiii

  So is Trident 

a waste of money?  

 

Although coastal defence is of military significance the decision to maintain a fort is a political 

one. Did the government correctly assess the level of risk and the state of public opinion when a 

decision was taken to build the forts, did they keep that decision sufficiently under review and 

did they get value for the tax payer’s money? 

 

 
Littlehampton Fort from the air. 

www.shorehamfort.co.uk 

 

 

 

 

Hilary Greenwood 

December 2011 
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