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Victorian Wing Batteries
Additional Information to support the Victorian Wing Batteries Teacher Pack.

Wing Batteries

The confidence of Victorian military engineers is seldom more evident than in these tremendous 
armoured batteries built between 1860 and 1873 (the date over the entrances).  Apart from 
differences in length - the east wing has 24 casemates and the west 37 - the original layouts were 
virtually identical.

The Casemates - An Impervious Fort 
The confidence of Victorian military engineers is seldom more evident than in these tremendous 
armoured batteries built between 1860 and 1873 (the date over the entrances).  Apart from 
differences in length - the east wing has 24 casemates and the west 37 - the original layouts were 
virtually identical. 

With Cornish granite and iron shields and thick roofing the casemates were planned to be 
impervious to hostile fire, able to protect their new 10-inch 18-ton and 12.5inch 38-ton RML guns.  
These weapons were ponderous to operate and their slow rate of fire meant many were needed 
to have a chance of hitting moving targets, such as ships.  Not all the casemates had guns: a 
maximum number of 41 were here in the early 1870s with a further five of the older 64-pounder 
guns on the Tudor gun tower.  As well as housing the guns, the casemates were used as garrison 
accommodation: small rooms behind the gun positions could each house four men, workshops 
and stores.

Behind the Casemates
Serious attack was not expected from the north, towards Hampshire, so the rear of the new wings 
was simply protected by substantial walls linked to the Tudor castle.

Gun ports allowed for enfilading fire along the outside of the walls.  Inside, at both ends of each 
wing, well-protected magazines were built; these were supplemented by smaller magazines 
immediately to the rear of the casemates to hold ready-use ammunition for the guns.  Shells were 
stored at ground level with the cartridges kept separately in basements and raised by manual 
hoists.  The small railway from the military jetty was laid principally to transport ammunition to 
these magazines.

Various garrison buildings were gradually added against the rear walls.  Excepting the first battery 
for quick-firing (OF) guns outside the end of the east wing, new weapons from the 1890s onwards 
were almost without exception mounted on the Tudor castle or the west wing, facing potential 
seaward attack.  In the 20th century the latter became the centre of garrison activity and the east 
wing was largely disused.
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The Garrisons at Hurst
Over four centuries the garrisons at Hurst Castle saw many changes.  But they were always 
isolated, their contacts generally limited to the immediate community and passing ships.

For the Victorian soldier gun drill and guard duty were as much part of routine life as for the Tudor 
soldier, but until well into the 19th century the garrison would have been chiefly occupied with the 
needs of daily life.  All food, drink and fuel had to be brought to the spit, and until the late 19th 
century soldiers had to buy their provisions out of their own pay, probably from local suppliers.  
They also prepared their own food, which they cooked in living quarters in the castle.

Centralized catering using trained cooks was gradually introduced throughout the army from the 
1850s.  Ranges used by these cooks, dating from the early 20th century, survive in the east wing.

Although isolated, the garrison’s life was rarely dull.  Passing shipping provided interest and the 
local community and the comforts and distractions of civilian life.  Occasional severe gales, as in
February 1855 when part of the eastern battery was washed away, were a constant reminder of 
the power of nature here.

Firepower
Medieval forts were extensively redesigned for artillery warfare; as the weapons changed, so these 
forts were repeatedly adapted.

In 1856 Sir William Armstrong developed rifled guns capable of firing explosive shells accurately 
up to 4,000yds (over 3.6km).  Four years later steam-powered warships were introduced, with 
armour-plated sides impervious to ordinary solid shot; the combination made existing navies and 
coastal forts largely obsolete.

At Hurst the defences could neither withstand the new explosive shells nor accommodate the huge 
new guns.  Construction of the casemated wings with their armour-plated fronts was authorized, 
providing secure housing for 41 of the new guns (two are on view in the west wing).  The large 
number reflected their slow rate of fire: about one shot every 2.5 minutes.

By the 1880s light quick-firing (QF) guns, shooting up to 20 rounds a minute up to about 7,000 
yards (6.4km) were developed, initially to defend warships from attack by small fast craft.  A battery 
of three 6-pounders on open mounts to allow maximum field of fire was installed at Hurst in 1893 
in the lee of the east wing, giving some protection to the gunners.  Later variants of these weapons 
were mounted inside the castle, and became its principal armament until 1945.

The First World War
During the First World War 17 of Hurst’s long-obsolete 1870s guns were left loaded to support 
the QF guns.  The garrison’s main duty was to deny the Needles Passage to enemy ships and 
submarines, but it also aided the Examination Service (which searched shipping, usually neutral 
merchant ships, suspected of carrying illegal cargoes to the enemy).  If necessary the garrison 
would fire warning shots across the bows of ships ignoring orders to proceed to the Western 
Examination Area under the guns of Bouldner Battery near Yarmouth.  After the war the guns were 
mostly removed and in 1933 the Tudor castle passed to the Ministry of Works for preservation, 
predecessor of English Heritage.
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The Enemy at Sea – The First World War
The outbreak of war in 1914 saw the new menace of German submarines in the Channel, 
countered locally by minefields, a boom defence (floating barrier protected by guns on ships or on 
the banks) at Southampton Water and, from 1916, by seaplane patrols from Calshot, Bembridge 
and Portland.  Searchlights at Hurst (similar to those on display in the castle) scanned the Needles 
Passage at night. 

The Second World War
After the fall of France in June 1940, Hurst Castle was hastily reactivated, resuming its wartime 
roles as part of Fire Command Needles and a reserve naval Port War Signal Station with naval 
signallers. 

Two 12-pounder QF guns, a type also mounted here, were reinstalled on the west wing.  In 1941 
two twin 6-pounder QF guns were mounted here, with a range of about 5,500yds (5km) they stand 
by the west wing garrison theatre; its barrels have the rare cypher of Edward VIII (r.1936).  

Additionally in 1941, two Director Towers, one since demolished and four more searchlights were 
installed.  

From 1943 to 1945 two 40mm Bofors guns were added to the defences, mainly against air attacks, 
and capable of firing shells to a height of about 12,500ft (1.6km).

Although Hurst was not attacked, the garrison witnessed the heavy air-raids in 1940 and 1941 on 
Southampton and Portsmouth, and in 1944 the invasion forces and their naval escorts sailing past 
for the D-Day landings.

Enemy at Sea – Second World War
In the Second World War after the Germans in 1940 had acquired bases in France, air raids by the 
Luftwaffe and lightning raids against shipping by small, fast warships such as the German E-boats 
and ‘MÖWE’ class torpedo boats were additional hazards.


