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In the last edition of the newsletter we 
looked at the fear of subsequent Fenian 
attack on Western Australia after the fa-
mous rescue of Irish political prisoners 
from Fremantle prison by the whaling ship 
Catalpa. We finished that article posing 
the question ñWhat was seen to be the 
answer to the prospect of ships such as 
the Catalpa raiding the WA coast, and 
what remains on Garden Island today of 
attempts to prevent such raids?ò As was 
mentioned in the article, rumours 
abounded of the Fenians building ar-
moured ships of the kind that the Confed-
erate Navy attempted to purchase pri-
vately from Europe during the American 
Civil War. With the prospect of attack by 
armoured ships, the only answer for the 
defence of Fremantle was an armour 
piercing gun. These are what we saw on 
the Museum Christmas field trip to Garden 
Island. Two 1860s vintage 7ò rifled muzzle 
loading, or RML, cannons. 

Although somewhat outdated by the time 
of the Catalpa raid, the 7ò RML was quite 
capable of dealing with any small ar-
moured cruising vessels which were likely 
to appear in the Indian Ocean. Armour 
plates of the period up to 5ò thick could be 
penetrated at 700 yards range, a thickness 
of armour that did not exist in the 1880s on 
small ships capable of world spanning 
cruises. The unusual appearance of this 
type of gun, with thin muzzles and thick, 
bulbous breech ends was the result of 
their unusual construction methods. Due 
to the fact that modern high explosives 
were yet to be invented, gunpowder was 
used to propel the weaponôs projectile. 
Gunpowder burns quickly, and at the time 
the gunôs shell begins to move down the 
barrel, immense pressure is exerted on 
the rear, or breech end, of the barrel. 
Great thicknesses of metal were needed 
to ensure that the gun did not burst during 
firing.  

In order to do this, the gunôs steel inner barrel, 
or A tube, was reinforced with successively 
smaller hoops of wrought iron. The hoops 
were heat shrunk onto the A tube, compress-
ing and reinforcing the barrel as they cooled 
and shrank. The forces which the gun had to 
endure were much greater than those in any 
modern gun using high explosives which, 
while more powerful, burn slower, giving more 
even pressures along longer, thinner, barrels. 

The powerful charges used in these guns 
were needed to make use of their other inno-
vative feature; Rifling. This system improved 
the range and accuracy of these guns by spin-
ning the projectile as it travelled down the bar-
rel and through the air. The centrifugal force of 
the spin kept the shell from wandering and 
wobbling on its path, expending its energy 
long before reaching a distant target. You may 
notice in the photo that the shells at the base 
of the gun have two rows of three studs on 
their sides. These studs match three twisting 
grooves in the gunôs barrel. When the shell is 
fired, the studs and grooves give the shell its 
stabilizing spin. This system was known as 
ñWoolwichò rifling, after the British arsenal 
where the Garden Island guns were made. 
The system was far from perfect. As is often 
the case with governments, the Woolwich sys-
tem was adopted because it was cheaper than 
commercial rifling systems.  

Welcome all our Friends & Volunteers to 2008 
in the Mandurah Community Museum.  This 
year we are striving to ensure at least 5 news-
letters come your way.  They will contain news 
of current events and information of historical 
subjects within the Peel region. 

We also hope to focus this year on the Agricul-
tural Hall, it is now 110 years since its opening 
and during that time the people of Mandurah 
have used it for many activities.  We intend to 
celebrate its diversity and the success of Man-
durah people in combating the closure and 
demolition of this valuable community icon. 
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Problems occurred with the lugs on the shells. They 
were apt to shear off while still in the bore of the gun, 
causing the shell to break into pieces or deviate from its 
aimed course at often alarming angles. This is one of the 
reasons why RML guns were rapidly outdated. 

Fremantleôs need of modern heavy guns for defence was 
identified in 1861 when Lieutenant Colonel Bruce, com-
mandant of forces in the Colony first made the sugges-
tion. Captain Peter Scratchley was sent to report in the 
same year as part of an Australia wide assessment of 
the various coloniesô defence needs. It was Captain 
Scratchley who first identified the 7ò RML as the best 
weapon for the job. However, in common with most of 
Scratchleyôs work in the other colonies, the actions called 
for in his report were never undertaken due to the ex-
pense involved. It was not until the time of the Catalpa 
raid that the West Australian coastôs vulnerability was 
revealed. 

The British government agreed to supply the two 7ò RML 
(see picture opposite) guns at no cost to the Colony to 
help offset some of the expense of mounting the weap-
ons. They were delivered by warship and offloaded on 
the beach at Fremantle. It was here that the project be-
gan, and effectively, ended. After lying on the beach for a 
time, the guns were moved to the volunteer defence 
force camp at Karrakatta for storage. They lay there, ne-
glected, for a number of years. Around 1900, the guns 
were declared to be of no possible use due to age, and 
work was put in place to transport them to Kingôs Park 
where they were erected on the site of the present day 
war memorial. During the early 1920s when the memo-
rial was built the guns were sold for scrap. When the 
scrap merchant found, after cutting the front end of the 
barrel off one gun, that they were too tough, heavy and 
unprofitable to move, they were buried in the park. 

It wasnôt until the 1970s that the guns were re-located by 
the Military Historical Society and reinstalled in the park 
overlooking the Swan River. By the early 2000s the tem-
porary wooden carriages that the guns had sat on began 
to deteriorate badly. Being naval in origin the cannons 
were offered to the navy for installation in their present 
site at Garden Island. Here they have come full circle to 
rest in sight of the waters where the Catalpa sailed, the 
vessel which provided the original reason for their long 
voyage to Western Australia. 
     Nicholas Reynolds.  
 

OPENING OF THE SOUTHERN SUBURBS RAILWAY  

December 23 2007 was the long-awaited day for the 
opening of the Southern Suburbs Railway from Perth to 
Mandurah. 

Jan and I had received an invitation from Mandurah 
Council to be on the first train from Mandurah to Perth 
and had decided to take advantage of this.   

At Mandurah a stage and big screen was set up so we 
locals were able to watch the progress of the first train 
using the CCTV images from the stations and along the 
Freeway.  

We all lined the Mandurah platform to cheer in the first 
train with all the dignitaries on board.  The opening cere-
mony, which followed, was a laid-back affair enjoyed by 
all present especially Alannah MacTiernan who received 
the loudest cheer. 

We were lucky enough to be in the front carriage for our 
trip to Perth.  The driverôs communication door was left 
open for the trip and the event staff offered kids the op-
portunity to travel in the cab.  After the little kids came the 
BIG KIDS.  This big kid was in the cab from Warnbro to 
Rockingham and ñwas forcedò to blow the horn. 

A plug for Mandurah.  In addition to the Transperth Local 
services, Mandurah Council has inaugurated a free shut-
tle service from Mandurah Station to Mandurah Fore-
shore using 2 ex CAT DAB busses running every 20 min-
utes.  Since the opening they have been forced to supple-
ment the CATS with two 50 seater school busses. 

Take a trip on the train to or from Mandurah and enjoy the 
experience.  Itôs worth it!   Bob Baker.  

History is made in 

Mandurah as lucky 

locals greet the arrival 

of the first official 

train to leave Perth for 

Mandurah,  

23rd December, 2007 

7 inch gun at Garden Island 


