
The Russian Scares

New Zealand's Coastal Defences in the 1880's

Chapter 1 - Introduction

In the 1870's, New Zealand was a young self-governing colony of Britain. It had no 
coastal defences worth mentioning and was becoming increasingly sensitive to how 
vulnerable its harbours were to attack by a hostile power or opportunistic raider. After 
the Crimean War, Russia seemed to be a potential threat.

On Monday 16th February 1873 the editor of the Auckland newspaper Southern 
Cross, perpetrated what became known as the country's greatest hoax – the sudden 
declaration of war between England and Russia. As a result, the Russian warship 
Kaskowiski (whose name alone should have aroused suspicion!) had allegedly 
entered Auckland Harbour on the previous Saturday night and proceeded to capture a 
British ship, along with the city's arms and ammunition supply, and hold a number of 
leading citizens for ransom. The 954-man Russian vessel obviously meant business, 
with many 30-ton guns as well as a remarkably new advance in warfare – a 
paralysing and deadly “water-gas” that could be fired into enemy ships from a great 
distance.

Russian Warship Kaskowiski...



The newspaper article created panic and the Government commissioned its first 
reports on the colony's defences. It was clearly understood that Britain would protect 
its territories and vital shipping routes, but the defence of individual ports was the 
responsibility of each self-governing colony. Russia declared war on Turkey in 1877 
thus producing another scare. The decision was taken to construct fortifications and 
purchase naval boats which would protect the harbours at Auckland, Wellington, 
Lyttelton and Port Chalmers. The coastal artillery fortifications, or land batteries, 
were to be based on British designs but adapted to New Zealand conditions. They 
typically included gun emplacements, pill boxes, fire control or observation posts, 
underground bunkers (some with interconnecting tunnels containing magazines, 
supply and plotting rooms and protected engine rooms supplying power to the guns 
and searchlights). There were also kitchens, barracks and quarters for officers and 
NCOs.

Heavy artillery pieces and ammunition were ordered from Britain and by 1885, work 
had started in earnest on the contruction of what eventually became 17 forts, further 
encouraged by yet another Russian scare.

Artillery

In 1885, the New Zealand Government bought 10 Armstrong BL 8-inch and 13 
Armstrong BL 6-inch guns on disappearing carriages. The disappearing gun was the 
very latest in military technology in the 1880s and as it fired, the recoil pushed the 
gun back underground where it could be reloaded under cover. The total cost for the 
artillery, installation (including land), emplacements, magazines and barracks was 
approximately 160,00 pounds.
Following the Second Russian scare, a number of additional RML 7-inch and 64-
pounder guns were also installed.

Artillery circa 1890 No: Range Notes
Armstrong BL 8-inch Mk 
VII disappearing guns 10 4 

miles
Weighed 13 tons and fired a 180 
pound shell.

Armstrong BL 6-inch disappearing guns 13 3 
miles

Weighed 5 tons and fired a 100 pound 
shell.

RML 7 inch 7 ton guns 11 Weighed 7 tons.

RML 64-pr Mk 3 guns 9 2 
miles Weighed 64 cwt
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Spar Torpedo Boats

A further consequence of the Russian scares was that four standard design second-
class spar torpedo boats were ordered, one for each of the main ports. These were 
built in 1883 by John Thornycroft & Co, London. They displaced 12 tons and 
measured 18.2 x 2.3 x 1 m (63 x 7.5 x 3.2 feet). They were powered from a single 
shaft with a steam locomotive engine generating 173 hp (130 kW), which give a 
speed of 17 knots (31 km/h). Their main weapon was an 11 m (36 ft) spar, projecting 
well forward over the bow, armed at its tip with an explosive device – the McEvoy 
spar torpedo. A Nordenfelt two-barrel gun was also fitted.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nordenfelt_gun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_I._Thornycroft_%26_Company
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spar_torpedo


Boat Name Port Service
No. 168 Defender Lyttelton 1884–1902
No. 169 Taiaroa Port Chalmers 1884–1902
No. 170 Waitemata Auckland 1885–1902
No. 171 Poneke Wellington 1885–1902

The idea was that the boat would proceed at high speed towards the side of an enemy 
warship, where it would detonate the explosive at the end of its spar. The spar boats 
were constructed for speed, so they were narrow and shallow, and were armoured 
with plating only 1.6 mm thick. They could not operate in anything like rough water, 
and using them as attack vessels may well have been as hazardous for the crew as the 
target. They were obsolete before they were completed, and only the last two had the 
up-to-date Whitehead 18 inch "fish" torpedo fitted when built. Defender and Taiaroa 
had these fitted later.

In 1884 torpedo boat units were formed to operate them. They were organised in a 
similar way to the artillery "Navals" with appropriate naval uniforms. They were at 
first called the Torpedo Branch of the Armed Constabulary. Then in June 1887 they 
were gazetted as a permanent militia and given the formal, but more manageable title, 
Torpedo Corps. The torpedo boats had galvanized plating, which meant they could 
not stay in the water and had to be kept on slipways. Each Torpedo Corps had its own 
quarters and boatshed. Their main role soon became training, and by 1900 they were 
well out of date.

Transport to New Zealand

On 1 February 1884, the first pair were shipped aboard the sailing Lyttelton from 
London to Port Chalmers. The second pair followed 3 May the same year.

The Lyttelton
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Nordenfelt Gun with four barrels

The gun was used in one, two and four-barrel versions. The ammunition was fed by 
gravity from a hopper above the breech subdivided into separate columns for each 
barrel. The gunner loaded and fired the multiple barrels by moving a lever on the 
right side of the gun forward and backwards. Pulling the lever backwards extracted 
the fired cartridges, pushing it forward then loaded fresh cartridges into all the 
barrels, and the final part of the forward motion fired all the barrels, one at a time in 
quick succession. Hence the gun functioned as a type of volley gun, firing bullets in 
bursts, compared to the contemporary Gatling gun and the true machine guns which 
succeeded it such as the Maxim gun, which fired at a steady continuous rate.
The gunner was occupied with manually operating the loading and firing lever, 
while the gun captain aimed the gun and operated the elevation and training 
handwheels.
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