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Chapter 2 – Otago Harbour

Otago Harbour – Defence Positions

Ocean Beach Batteries

1. St Clair Battery – On a spur of Forbury Hill above Second Beach. The area 
was subsequently cleared and subdivided for residential housing. The battery 
consisted of at least 1 x Breech Loaded 8inch MkVII gun. Had a range of 4 
miles and the shell weighed 180 pounds.



BL 8 inch Mk VII Gun

2. Central Battery (Ocean Beach) – Built amongst the sand dunes above the 
beach, the battery had Breech Loading 6 inch guns with iron shields. The 
Battery has since long gone but the barrack site remains. Up until 1999, a RNZ 
Artillery unit was based there with the married quarters now flats administered 
by the Dunedin City Council.

BL 6 inch



3. Lawyers Head Battery – this was on the cliff at the eastern end of Ocean 
Beach. Main armament 1 x BL 8 inch Mk VII gun. Nothing remains as it now a 
car park at the end of the John Wilson Ocean Drive. The Drive is a popular 
spot for walkers, cyclists and dog-walking. Vehicle access is limited to  hours 
between 1100 and 1500 weekdays only. An unusual effect of closing the road 
to vehicle traffic was the reduction in suicides. Prior to this, there had been 13 
suicides in 10 years.

Ocean Beach Battery positions

Fort Taiaroa

Fort Taiaroa consisted of the batteries at Taiaroa Head and at Harington Point on the 
inner harbour side of the Otago Peninsula. A stone jetty was built at the northern end 
of Pilots Beach to service the Fort by boat. The government steamer SS Gordon 
transported stores, gunpowder and ammunition from the Torpedo Boat Depot at 
Deborah Bay to the Fort. The submarine minelaying steamer Ellen Ballance took 
over from the Gordon in 1905. The beach is in the small bay between Taiaroa Head 
and Harington Point and the jetty has long been a fur seal colony.



Fort Taiaroa

1. Taiaroa Head – two guns were installed – 1 x 7 inch Rifle Muzzle Loading 
gun at the Saddle Battery which was sited above the lighthouse and 1 x Breech 
Loading Armstrong Disappearing gun which was installed in May 1889. This 
gun was recommissioned in WWII and is the only one of its kind working and 
still in its original gun pit. This gun had a range of 3 miles and fired a 100 
pound shell.



7 inch RML gun – Saddle Battery

BL 6 inch Armstrong Disappearing Gun



2. Harington Point – six guns were initially sited on Harington Point:

3 x 64 pounder RML guns
1 x Quick Firing 6 pounder Nordenfelt gun
2 x 12 pounder guns

64 pounder RML Gun

QF 6 Pounder Nordenfelt Gun



12 Pounder Gun

Deborah Bay

Prior to the two torpedo boats arriving at Port Chalmers in 1884, the only works that 
had been done to accommodate the Taiaroa (No169) was the mole and slipway at 
Deborah Bay.  On 9 May 1884, Defender (No168) and Taiaroa were off loaded from 
the sailing ship Lyttelton at Port Chalmers and towed to Deborah Bay and hoisted up 
on to the mole via the slipway. Defender would remain there until later that year as 
the authorities at Lyttelton had not yet built any facilities for her or even assembled a 
crew.



Taiaroa being towed to Deborah Bay
(Pic courtesy Otago Historic Places Trust)

Defender and Taiaroa on the Torpedo Mole, Deborah Bay
(Pic courtesy Otago Historic Places Trust)

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the boats' hulls had galvanized plating which meant that 
they could not stay in the water. Tenders for the Submarine Mining Depot at Deborah 
Bay were not called for until 6th August 1886 and closed 27th August of that year.



Tender 1886 on left and progress report 1 Feb 1887 on right
Courtesy Otago Daily Times

Torpedo Depot, Deborah Bay

A tramway ran from between the two sheds, across the road and on to the Mole, 
connecting to the slipway. A wharf was added later. The title “Submarine Mining 
Depot” was dropped as no mines were kept there as no submarine minelaying ships 
were to be stationed in the area. The former submarine minelaying vessel Ellen 
Ballance worked between Deborah Bay and Fort Taiaroa in the support role only.
Taiaroa received a pair of Whitehead Torpedos and these had to be dropped together 
to avoid unbalancing the boat's narrow hull. 



Government Steamer SS Gordon at Torpedo Wharf, Deborah Bay 1891
(Pic courtesy Otago Historic Places Trust)

Toward the end of the 19th Century, the government realised that its ageing fleet of 
torpedo boats was no longer a viable element of the colony's defence. The spar 
torpedo's relative obsolescence, advances in the range and accuracy of shore-based 
artillery batteries and ship-mounted machine guns, and the excessive amount of 
money spent in maintaining the boats and their facilities, influenced the government's 
decision to remove the boats from active service. The four vessels continued to carry 
out service related activities for their depots but were put up for sale in the early 
1900's with Taiaroa being offered up in 1907.


