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PREFACE

This historic resource study of Alcatraz Island does not have an
approved task directive. However, it has been prepared in
accordance with the standards and regulations concerning historic
preservation. The objective has been to complete a document that
will prove useful to planning, management, preservation, and inter-
pretation.

Direct quotations herein have on rare occasion been carefully modi-
fied by minor punctuation changes. Care has been taken not to
change the original meaning. The actual rank of army officers is
used throughout the report, their brevet grades being ignored.
Also, in describing the post-Civil War years, officers are referred
to by their regular army grades, not by their wartime positions.

ix
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I. An Introduction To Alcatraz Island
.A. Historical Significance

~"The Rock" became a synonym for Alcatraz Island in San
Francisco Bay long before its penitentiary housed the most desper-
ate federal prisoners in the United States for almost 30 years, from
1934 to 1963. Alcatraz's historical significance reaches much further
back in time and possesses more facets than the story of bank
robbers and kidnappers. On the island stood the first lighthouse
on . America's Pacific shores, a light that has guided ships in and
out of the magnificent bay for almost 125 years. For nearly 75
years, the island served as a military prison for army convicts from
both the western states and overseas possessions. And for 50
years, Alcatraz played a key role in the defenses of San Francisco
Harbor.

B. The Rock Is a Rock: A Description

Despite later tales that the island was honeycombed with
Spanish tunnels and dungeons, it attracted very little attention
from explorers and settlers before the Mexican War. Nor was there
much about it that was attractive. Alcatraz jutted out of the bay,
a barren irregularly shaped rock that was devoid of flowing water
as well as vegetation. An American army officer described it as
being "entirely without resources within itself and the soil is
scarcely perceptible being rocky and precipitous on all sides."1 Its
first surveyor wrote: "This Island is chiefly composed of irregu-
larly stratified sandstone covered with a thin coating of guano.
The stone is full of seams in all directions which render it unfit for
any building purposes & probably difficult to quarry." He added:
"The island has no beach & but two or three points where small

1. [U.S. Army], Outline Descriptions [of] Military Posts in the
Military Division of the Pacific, 18'78 (n.p. [18 , p. 69.
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boats can land." His survey showed that the island was 1,705 feet
long and that its maximum width came to 580 feet. Its long axis lay
in a northwest-southeast direction. When viewed in profile it had
two "peaks" that reached elevations above sea level of 134.9 and
138.4 feet. The guano probably gave cause for the name White
Island that was occasionally applied to it. The Rock measured
about 22 acres.2

C. Alcatraz Gets a Name: Explorers
Because of its location in the midst of the swift currents
of the bay, Alcatraz (where one could get close to the water)
provided an excellent platform from which to harvest the great
schools of fish that passed beneath its slopes. But if Indians made
use of the island as a fishing station, they left no evidence of their

visits. Not until the third quarter of the 18th century did Alcatraz
3

enter into history.

Sgt. ]ose’ Francisco Ortega, chief scout for Gaspar de
Portola's expedition, may have seen Alcatraz Island when he
stumbled upon the Golden Gate in 1769. Three years later, two
Spanish gentlemen most certainly did. Capt. Pedro Fages and
Father Juan Crespi, exploring the area where Berkeley now stands,

2. Washington, D.C., National Archives, Cartographic Archives
Division, Record Group 77, Office of the Chief of Engineers (here-
inafter cited as OCE), Fortifications File, Drawer 95-107, Lt. W. H.
Warner, "Field Map of 'Isla de los Alcatrazes' San Francisco Harbor
. May 1847." (Hereinafter, National Archives is NA; Record
Group is RG. Historic maps used in this study are not shown
g}dixgidually in the Bibliography; rather they are listed in an appen-
ix.

3. The writer is aware that some students believe that Francis
Drake discovered San Francisco Bay in 1579. A summation of the
various Drake theories will be presented in a later study of Golden
Gate National Recreation Area (hereinafter cited as GGNRA).

2



looked westward toward the Golden Gate and noted the principal
islands within their view. Fages wrote in his journal: *"Within the
estuary we saw five islands, three of them making a triangle oppo-
site the mouth, with a large distance between theni; and the nearest
of them to the channel at the mouth [Alcatraz] must have been over
a league from it. The largest of the three [Angel], which must
have been some three leagues in circuit, was very grassy and with
considerable trees on it; the other two [Alcatraz and Yerba Buena]
were smaller and also displayed considerable gr‘eenery."4

The first European to visit the island may or may not
have been Frigate-Lt. don Juan Manuel de Ayala, who sailed the
first ship into San Francisco Bay in August 1775. On August 12 he
set out in a small boat from his temporary anchorage at Tiburon for
nearby Angel Island, which he named Isla de los Angeles. Al-
though he found good moorings there, he decided to inspect further
before deciding on a harbor: "I rather preferred to pass onward
in search of another island, which when I reached it proved so arid
and steep there was not even a boat-harbor there; I named the
island de los Alcatrazes [Island of the Pelicans] because of their
being so plentiful there."5

4. Frank M. Stanger and Alan K. Brown, Who Discovered the
Golden Gate? The Explorers' Own Accounts, How they discovered a
hidden harbor and at last found its entrance (San Mateo Historical
Association, 1969), p. 122. Crespi's description was briefer; he
too identified the location of Alcatraz. There is no accounting for
Fages' observing greenery on Alcatraz. Perhaps the distance made
the guano appear to be what it was not.

5. Ibid., p. 151. Ayala's chart spelled the name "Alcatraces."
The officers of the U.S. Army had a difficult time with this Spanish
name. From their reports the following variations have been culled:
Alcatrazes, Alcatras, Alcatrasas, Alcatrace, Alcatrose, Alcatrazas,
Alcatrazos, and Alcatrases. The last of these was the most common
spelling in the 1850s. By 1866 the army had settled on today's
spelling, but the Coast Survey had settled on today's version as
early as 1851.



One could readily assume that Ayala had reached today's
Alcatraz. However, the chart resulting from this first survey of
the bay clearly labeled today's Yerba Buena Island as de los
Alcatraces. Some scholars, such as Stanger and Brown, believe
that the chart was inaccurate and that the name was applied to the
wrong island by an unskilled hand, and that Ayala's "arid and
steep" island was indeed today's Alcatraz. Others assume that the
chart is correct, that Ayala did visit Yerba Buena, and that the
name was later accidentally changed.6

Stanger and Brown believe that Ayala's phrase could only
have applied to today's Alcatraz and not to the more bountiful
Yerba Buena. Supporting this conclusion, on the one hand, is the
army's experiences on Yerba Buena around 1870, when it had a
full-fledged post on the island capable of supporting 150 men. A
spring and a well supplied a limited but adequate amount of water.
And the post boasted a 5-acre garden. Photographs taken at the
time show a heavy natural growth of grasses, bushes, and large
shrubs. On the other hand, Ayala's own pilot, Jose de Canezares,
described today's Yerba Buena as '"rough, steep and with no
shelter."’

A Mexican map of the Bay Area dated 1825 continued to
identify Yerba Buena as Alcatraz, with no identification of the

6. Ibid., pp. 56 and 57; also see Erwin G. Gudde, California
Place Names, The Origin and Etymology of Current Geographical
Names (Berkeley: niversity of California Press, 1962), pp. > and

7. Stanger and Brown, p. 159; [U.S. Army], Quartermaster
General, Outline Descriptions of Forts and Stations, 1871 (Washing-
ton, 1872), p. 3I; NA, Audiovisual Archives Division, 2 photos,
Engineer Company on Yerba Buena Island, n.d. (but between 1868
and 1874, No. 77F-98-16, A and B.




latter island at all. But in the next year, Capt. Frederick
Beechey, British Navy, secured permission from Mexican authorities
to survey the bay. For whatever reasons, he gave each island its
present name and thus they have been known ever since.

D. Fremont's Claim
During the last years of the Mexican regime, a number of

citizens, native and naturalized, of the Republic applied for grants
of land around San Francisco Bay at locations that within a short
time would be demanded by the United States for use as military
reservations for the defense of the harbor. While some of the
original grantees had intentions of developing these lands, others
were purely speculators and, after the conquest of California,
undoubtedly had high hopes that the United States would be forced
to pay well to obtain possession of them. Ownership disputes would
soon plague all the early military reservations: Presidio, Point San
Jose (Fort Mason), Lime Point, Angel Island, and Alcatraz.

Early in 1849 the U.S. Congress appropriated funds for a
joint commission of army and navy officers to examine the Pacific
Coast with reference to its defense. Maj. John Lind Smith, senior
officer of the commission, wrote from San Francisco concerning
Mexican titles. He understood that the only titles that existed in
California were those derived from Mexican grants and from unin-
terrupted occupancy for the length of time prescribed by the laws
of Mexico. He had also learned that "all valid Mexican grants
contain a reservation that they may be resumed by the Govt.--when

8. NA, Cartographic Div., RG 77, Fortifications File, Dr. 124-1,
"Plano del Puerto de San Francisco . . . 1825"; Stanger and
Brown, pp. 62-63.



needed for public purposes; and that any grant without the reser-
vation is not valid because there is a law of Mexico expressly
requiring it to be inserted." Smith confidently concluded that the
United States could take possession of any land in California that
might be required for public use. Alcatraz Island would not test
Smith's thesis as much as Lime Point or Point San Jose would in the
years ahead; nonetheless the story of its claimants is a curious
one.

The Spanish colonial government had, in fact, retained
control of all coastal islands. But on July 20, 1838, the Mexican
government, fearful that foreigners might occupy some of these
islands, passed a law that authorized the governor of California to
certified. The prefect, J. de Jesus Noe, at Monterey, did his duty
but was puzzled as to why Workman wanted the "completely bare"
island. Another Monterey official pointed out that the only possible
use Alcatraz could have would be the location of "some kind of lamp
which may provide some light in the dark and stormy nights for the
protection of ships that pass by." On June 8, 1846, as the sun
 was setting on Mexico's ownership of Alta California, Governor Pico
granted Workman the small island, with the one condition that he
establish a navigation light "as soon as possible." Workman did not
erect a light on Alcatraz; almost immediately he conveyed the title

9. NA, RG 77, Office of Chief of Engineers, OCE, Letters
Received 1838- 1866 Maj. J. L. Smith, Mar. 31, 1850, to Secretaries
of War and Navy.

10. Denver, National Park Service, Denver Service Center (here-
inafter cited as NPS, DSC), ]ohn A. Hussey, "Fort McDowell
Angel Island, Marin and San Francisco Counties, California . . .

Manuscript prepared for War Assets Admmlstratlon 1949, p. 16.



to his son-in-law, Francis P. Temple, another naturalized
Mexican.11

In 1847, John Charles Frémont, appointed governor of
California by Commodore Stockton, "purchased" Alcatraz Island from
Francis Temple, "giving a bond for the purchase money in my
official capacity as governor of California." Frémont said he re-
garded the island "as the best position for Lighthouse and Fortifica-
tions in the bay of San Francisco." Later in Washington, D.C.,
Frémont was court-martialed on a number of charges and specifica-
tions, . among them being this purchase in the name of the United
States. The United States rejected the "purchase" on the grounds
that Frémont had not possessed the authority to make it. Further-
more, President Fillmore's 1850 order reserving Alcatraz and other
parcels of land from sale was a clear indication that the federal
government considered itself the rightful owner and purchase from
anyone unnecessary. The army's Board of Engineers for the Pacific
Coast confirmed that belief in 1851 when it wrote that while it had
no specific information concerning Temple and Fremont, it was
under the impression "that our Government had succeeded to the
right of property in that and other Islands . . . which had been
vested in the Mexican Government."12

11. San Francisco Examiner, Jan. 5, 1896; NA, RG 77, OCE, Land
Papers, John C. Fremont, Washington, D.C., May 10, 1855, to
General [Caleb] Cushing. Governor Micheltorena had apparently
granted Alcatraz to Jose Yves Limantour in 1843, but a court had
proclaimed this illegal.

12. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Col. J. S.
Smith, Nov. 3, 1851, to Col. Joseph Totten, Chief Engr.; NA, RG
77, OCE, Fremont, May 10, 1855, to Cushing; Theodore Grivas,
Military Governments in California, 1846-1850 (Glendale: Arthur H.
Clark Company, 1963), p. 98.




The army proceeded to develop plans for the defense of
Alcatraz. But Fremont was not at all convinced that his claim was
dead. He decided that if he had not purchased Alcatraz for the
government, then he had bought it for himself: "The island con-
sequently reverted to me, and has ever since been held by me to
be my property." Eventually, through Simon Stevens of New York,
Fremont paid $5,000 to the holder of the bond. From the 1850s on,
Temple's name dropped from the records. Not so, Fremont's. By
early 1855 the San Francisco law firm of Palmer, Cook, and Com-
pany, which seemed to specialize in land litigations that involved
the federal government, entered the case either on behalf of
Frémont, or in partnership with him. They brought an action of
ejectment in the District Court, Fourth Judicial District, San Fran-
cisco. The engineer in charge of the works on Alcatraz, Maj.
Zealous Bates Tower, notified Chief Engineer Joseph Totten that
"Messers Palmer Cook & Co. have commenced suit against me per-
sonally for trespass in occupying Alcatraz." The secretary of war
quickly authorized Tower to call upon the U.S. district attorney for
any assistance he needed.13

At the same time Palmer went into court, Frémont wrote
U.S. Attorney General Caleb Cushing outlining the case as he saw
it, concluding: "I thought it not improbable that the government
upon a full examination might be disposed to make some arrangement
which would spare us the great expense and delay of litigation."

13. NA, RG 77, OCE, Land Claims, Maj. Z. B. Tower, Jan. 31,
1855, to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engineers,
vol. 23, 1st Lt. J. D. Kurtz, May 18, 1855, to Tower. At that
time the firm Palmer, Cook and Company was composed of Joseph C.
Palmer, Charles W. Cook, George W. Wright, and Edward Jones.
See NA, RG 77, OCE, Land Papers; Mary Lee Spence and Donald
Jackson, editors, The Expeditions of John Charles Fremont, vol. 2:
The Bear Flag Revolt and the Court Martial (Urbana: University of
MMlinois Press, 1973). p. 317 and Iootnote 317n.




But the government was not so disposed. The construction of
fortifications on Alcatraz went on. Fremont's claim came up again
in 1859 when D. W. Perley, said to have been the "Pathfinder's"
attorney at that time, threatened to institute a suit for the pos-
session of the island. Sec. Lt. James B. McPherson, then in
charge of Alcatraz, informed Washington that according to his
intelligence Perley was threatening this action because he had lost
$30,000 when the federal government declined to pay $200,000 for
the purchase of Lime Point on the north side of the Golden Gate.
As before, the subject quickly dropped from army correspondence,
indicating that nothing much came from the affair. 14

As late as the 1890s attorneys for the heirs of General
Fremont, probably in association with another land dispute at Point
San José (Fort Mason), placed on record a deed dated August 3,
1883, from Frémont to Charles A. Lamont of New York, stating that
for the sum of one dollar and other valuable considerations Fremont
sold one-half of all his rights to Alcatraz Island. The newspapers
guessed that the old claim was to be renewed before Congress or
the Court of Claims. But the Fremont heirs seem to have dropped
their interest in Alcatraz about this time. They would, however,
continue the battle over Point San ]osé.

Alcatraz has remained firmly in the hands of the federal
government from its first occupation by the army engineers until
today.15

14. NA, RG 77, OCE, Land Papers, Frémont, May 10, 1855, to
Cushing, and 2Lt. J. B. McPherson, July 14, 1859, to Capt. G. A.
De Russy; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engineers,
vol. 30, De Russy, Aug. 12, 1859, to McPherson.

15.ll Evening Bulletin, San Francisco, May 28, 1892; San Francisco
Call, May




II. The First Fortifications, 1853-1863
A. A Natural Redoubt: Planning the Works
l.  First Survey

First Lt. Willlam Horace Warner, Corps of Topo-
graphical Engineers, surveyed Alcatraz Island in May 1847. Not
only was this the first detailed examination of the island, it was one
of the very first land surveys carried out on the Pacific Coast by
the newly established Tenth Military Department, headquartered at
Monterey and still under the command of Brig. Gen. Stephen Watts
Kearny. While the army had not yet developed plans for the per-
manent defenses of San Francisco Bay, Warner's map, with minor
corrections, became the basis for future planning over the next
20-odd years. The department's desire to have the island surveyed
at this early date indicated the realization that Alcatraz would play
an important role in an, as yet, undeveloped scheme of defense.1

2. Joint Board of Engineers and Naval Officers
Two years passed before the U.S. Congress appro-
priated funds for an examination of the Pacific Coast "in reference
to the defence of the Same." The resultant Joint Board of Engi-
neers and Naval Officers (Pacific Coast) consisted of three army

1. [U.S. Army], Military Posts 1879, p. 1. The Tenth Military
Department was created per General Order No. 49, War Department,
Adjutant General's Office, Nov. 3, 1846. It was actually estab-
lished in Monterey in February 1847. William Horace Warner entered
West Point in 1831. He graduated tenth in his class. After two
years as an artillery officer, he joined the Topographical Engineers
in 1838. Promoted to first lieutenant in 1841, he received a brevet
captaincy for gallant and meritorious service in California on
Dec. 6, 1846. His military career suddenly ended Sept. 26, 1849,
when he was Kkilled by Indians in the Sierra Nevada. See
Francis B. Heitman, Historical Register and Dictionary of the United
States Army, from 1789 to . . . , 2 vols. ZIQU%;_rep_rfnt ed.,
Urbana: niversity of Illinois Press, 1965), 1:1003.
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engineers: Maj. John L. Smith, Maj. Cornelius A. Ogden, and lst
Lt. Danville Leadbetter; and three naval officers: Comdr. Lewis M.
Goldsborough, Comdr. G. J. Van Brunt, and Lt. Simon F. Blunt.2
These officers assembled at San Francisco in early April 1849.
Their surveys of the Bay Area, the Columbia River, and San Diego
over the next several months were greatly hindered by wholesale
desertions of naval seamen who were intent on reaching the gold
mines. In desperation, the commission sailed to Hawaii in November
to hire an adequate ship's crew from the king. At least, this was
a good excuse to visit Honolulu in the winter. They returned to
San Francisco in March 1850.

At the end of March, the commission prepared its
major recommendations concerning lands to be reserved for public
use. On the south side of the Golden Gate they proposed one
reservation that included all of today's Fort Winfield Scott, the
Presidio of San Francisco, and Fort Mason (and the area between
the latter two). The recommendation for the north side of the
Golden Gate approximated what would later become the Lime Point
Military Reservation (Forts Baker and Barry). The commission
further proposed a reservation on the eastern side of Mare Island
Straits. Finally, they included the three major islands in San
Francisco Bay: Yerba Buena, Angel, and Alcatraz. Almost as an
afterthought, they provided for a temporary battery at "Racoon"

2. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Instructions of
Secretaries of War and Navy to Joint Board of Engineers & Naval
Officers (Pacific Coast). Blunt had been in San Francisco Bay
before as a member of the Wilkes Expedition. Point Blunt on Angel
Island was named in his honor. See William Stanton, The Great
United States Exploring Expedition of 1838-1842 (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, IQJ;SS. o
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Point, opposite Angel Island, today's Peninsula Point. In its final
report, dated November 1, 1850, the commission reiterated the above
recommendations, saying:

The first consideration in connection with defense
would be to prevent the passage of hostile vessels
through the channel of entrance [Golden Gate].
This would be difficult as the narrowest part of the
entrance is about a mile wide and vessels might pass
through with the speed of 10 or 12 knots if favored
by a strong fair wind, not unusual there, and the
flood tide, estimated at 3 knots. The difficulty
might be obviated by having, in addition to a strong

battery on each shore, at the narrowest part . . . a
third battery on Alcatrazos Island which lies within
the Bay . . . and which, although about two miles

from the other batteries would in cooperation with
them and with a temporary battery on Point José at
the South and another on Angel Island at the North,
concentrate the fire of so many guns upon any
vessels that might get past the front line of bat-
teries, that they would be destroyed or so disabled
as to become harmless.

The officers urged the building without delay of the fortifications at
Fort Point, Lime Point, and Alcatraz. They estimated that the cost
of a battery on the island would be $600,000 at Pacific Coast
prices. Five days later, before seeing this final report, President
Fillmore declared Alcatraz Island reserved for public use, that is,

as a military reservation.3

3. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Col. J. L.
Smith, Sausalito Bay, Apr. 9, 1849, and Smith, Honolulu Bay, Dec.
5, 1849, to Totten, Smith, Sausalito Bay, Aug. 1 and 29, 1849, and
Mar. 31, 1850, to Secretaries of War and Navy, and "Report rela-
tive to an examination of the Coast of the U.S. on the Paci-
fic. . .,"™ Nov. 1, 1850, to Secretaries of War and Navy.
Fillmore's order was modified on Dec. 31, 1851, but this had no
effect on Alcatraz.
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3. Board of Engineers for the Pacific Coast

On June 17, 1851, the defenses of San Francisco Bay
took a positive step forward when Chief Engineer Totten established
a Board of Engineers for the Pacific Coast. Eventually such a
board would consist of engineer officers actually assigned to the
West Coast, but for the time being the new board did its planning
from Washington, D.C. Shortly after appointing the board, Totten
prepared a masterful dissertation on the national defenses of the
United States. In it he noted that the new board had barely begun
to work and so far had determined only the locations of the pro-
posed fort at Fort Point. He agreed with the old joint commission
that Alcatraz Island belonéed to the "First Class" and its battery
should be built without delay.4

Three of the army engineers who had been on the
joint commission became members of the new board: Smith (the
senior member), Ogden, and Leadbetter (the recorder). The two
new members were Capt. James L. Mason, a veteran of the Mexican
War, and Capt. Frederic A. Smith, who was to die within two
months after completing the plans. These officers assembled in
Washington in October 1851 and proceeded to plan the defenses of
San Francisco Bay. In March of 1852 Leadbetter reported that a
study had commenced on open (barbette) batteries for Alcatraz, as

4. USDI, NPS, Historic Structure Report, Fort Point, Historic
Data Section, Fort Point National Historic Site, California, by
Edwin C. Bearss (Denver: Denver Service Center, National Park
Service, 1973), p. 6; Joseph Gilbert Totten, Report of General
J. G. Totten, Chief Engineer, on the Subject of National Defences
(Washington: A. Boyd Hamilton, I851), pp. 88-89. A more com-
plete discussion of this important report will be presented in a
subsequent study of Golden Gate National Recreation Area. It
should be noted that the name "Fort Point" meant the point that
had a (Spanish) battery or fort on it; it was not a fort named
"Point."
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contrasted to the casemated works planned for Fort Point and Lime
Point. On August 4, 1852, the board submitted its plans, esti-
mates, and memoirs to Totten. They included a casemated fort at
Fort Point, two redoubts for land defense south of Fort Point, a
casemated battery at Lime Point, and open batteries and a defensive
barracks on Alcatraz. Yet to come was a proposal for open bat-
teries and a defensive barracks for Angel Island. John Lind Smith
did not sign the documents inasmuch as he did not agree with the
plans. As the procedures allowed, he was able to file a separate
minority report.5

The general plan had three principal objectives: (1)
to prevent the passage of hostile ships into the harbor; (2) if an
enemy vessel did gain entrance, to arrange batteries for the near
defense of the town and the navy yard; and (3) to have an in-
terior line of batteries that could fire on the three passages into
San Pablo Bay--between Alcatraz and San Francisco, between Alca-
traz and Angel Island, and through Raccoon Strait (the board used
the original spelling "Racoon").

4. Plan for Alcatraz
The guns of the day, said the board, could direct
an annoying fire on a fleet at a distance of 2 miles, and at 1% miles
the fire could be quite effective. Should a ship manage to pass
through the mile-wide entrance between Fort Point and Lime Point,
then Alcatraz Island stood guard:

5.  Smith submitted a separate minority report on Sept. 8, 1852.
Its contents dealt solely with Fort Point. Later he forwarded one
sheet of plans for Alcatraz. It called for three barbette batteries
having a total of 31 gun emplacments and five small casemates or
caponiers scattered around the island. See NA, Cartographic
Division, RG 77, Fortifications File, Drawer 95-1, Col. J. L. Smith,
"Plans and Sections of Works proposed for the Defense of Alcatrazos
Island . . . Nov. 1852."
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Nature seems to have provided a redoubt for this purpose
in the shape of Alcatrazes Island--situated abreast the
entrance directly in the middle of the inner harbor, it
covers with its fire the whole of the interior space lying
between Angel Island to the North, San Francisco to the
South, and the outer batteries to the West. It is just
three miles from each of the Entrance forts and conse-
quently takes up the fire dropped by them at the 1-1/2
mile range. A vessel passing directly to San Francisco
must pass within a mile; and the center of the city is
about two miles distant. A vessel approaching the city
from the north by the Riley channel [east of Angel
Island] must pass within two miles of Alcatrazes--thus the
main object of preventing an anchorage in the harbor
within range of the town may be accomplished from this
position and Rincon Point.

The Island presents natural advantages for the site of a
battery--The walls are already mostly scarped by nature
in the solid rock. A slight degree of blasting would com-
plete this part of the work, & the battery may at once be
placed at a suitable height upon the top of the Island.

It is proposed here to construct only open [barbette]
batteries, to be armed with the heaviest pieces--a defen-
sive barrack will be sufficient to complete the defences.

In the memoir that accompanied the plan for Alcatraz, the board
presented details of the proposed fortifications. Two barbette
batteries, one at each end of the island, would cover the various
channels. A caponier (a small, strongly built structure with guns
mounted internally to provide flanking fire for the protection of the
guns of the battery) would be located at each battery. A defensive
barrack (capable of resisting shot from enemy guns as well as
providing a defense by small arms against an enemy landing party)
and a guardhouse would complete the works:

The island being high & provided with a natural scarp
[almost vertical cliffs] in many places, it has been de-
cided to complete this escarpment [by removing the
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gentler slopes] so as to secure a perpendicular height of
25 feet all round. . . .

A battery of 20 guns is proposed to cover the passage to
the North in conjunction with Angel Island, and a battery
of 23 guns to cover the Southern passage. Three guns
of this latter battery are designed to prevent a fleet
lying to the east of the island.

By blasting a small triangular ditch from the solid rock of
which the whole island is composed, for a length of 690
feet [principally in front of the batteries], a height of at
least 25 feet is secured [for the natural scarp], flanked
for the greater portion of its length.

A ramp [or road] at the wharf [to be built on the east
side of the island, out of sight from the Golden Gate] is
excavated from reference (10) to reference (30) [that is,
from an elevation of ten feet above sea level near the
wharf to a point 310 feet distant that was thirty feet
above sea level]:--on the upper end of this ramp a wall
being constructed on the inside. . .

A Guard house is placed at the upper end of the ramp
enfilading it with 4 mountain howitzers or other small
pieces: this guard house also enfilades the ditch on the
other side [the "ditch" here became a covered road that
led to the northwest battery].

A defensive barrack capable of accommodating comfortably
100 men in bunks, is placed on the Southern end of the
island having a good view of the Southern battery, and
seeing the northeast slope of the island as far as the
Northern caponniere. This barrack is provided with a
parapet on the top & the windows of the second story are
to be provided with iron bars, thus securing a height of
about 33 feet.

Three sheets of plans signed by the majority (four-fifths) of the
board provided further detail. Lt. Fred Smith prepared all three
sheets, using Warner's 1847 survey map as a base. The first sheet
portrayed a map of the island showing the locations of the batter-
ies, caponiers, guardhouse, and defensive barracks. An inset
showed a floor plan (with four embrasures for howitzers) and a
profile of the single story, parapeted guardhouse. This sheet
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today bears the approval signatures of Chief Engineer Totten and
Secretary of War Jefferson Davis. The second sheet was somewhat
crowded with details of both batteries, profiles of the North and
South Caponiers, and a chart showing directrices and arcs of fire
for both batteries. The third sheet contained floor plans and
profiles of the two-story bastioned defensive barracks. The struc-
ture was designed to house enlisted men's barrack rooms, officers'
quarters, a guardroom, and cells. An underground cistern capable
of supplying water to 200 men for six months was located next to
the building. An inset showed plans for a separate powder maga-
zine; but its legend said that the magazine was not necessary and
the board had not made an estimate for it. (Powder would be
stored in two service magazines, one under each caponier.) The
estimated cost of the works came to $300,000:

Masonry:
Brick: South Caponier 5,005 cu. ft.
North Caponier " "
Guardhouse 2,237 "
Defensive Barracks 44,056 "
56,303 cu. ft. @ 36 cu. yd. $75,060
Brick and South Caponier 27,975 cu. ft.
Concrete:  North Caponier 32,970 "
60,945 cu. ft. @ $25. cu. yd. 56,425
Concrete: South Battery 54,159 cu. ft.
North Battery 33,380 "
Wall of Ramp 2,700 "
90,239 cu. ft. @ 18 cu. yd. 60,030
Excavation of rock:
267,500 cu. ft. @ $3 cu. vd. 29,733
Asphalt: 638 sq. yds. @ $2 sq. yd. 1,276
Stone steps: 10 @ $20 each 200
Finishing 2 magazines: 2,000
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Embrasures in caponiers: 16 @ $100 each 1,600
Iron girders for
barracks: 36 @ $120 each 4,320
Loopholes in barracks: 110 @ $20 each 2,200
Finish of barracks, including wooden floors and stairs,
plastering part of walls, kitchen arrangements, doors,
windows, grading of yard, etc.: 25,000

For wharf, roadway to top of island, making
inaccessible such points of the precipices as are
not so, and for unforseen expenses: . 37,856
$300.000°

These plans for Alcatraz, as prepared by the major-
ity of the board, set the general course of action that would be
followed during the next decade. Different engineers on the scene
would recommend changes and expand the complexity of the works.
But the scheme of fortifications for the island was now established.

B. Tower and Totten, 1853-1856
1. Engineer Officers, San Francisco

More than six years had passed since the Americans
had seized California. The gold rush had greatly increased both
the population and commerce. And San Francisco Bay, the greatest
port on the Pacific Coast, was still without permanent coastal de-
fenses on the advent of 1853. On February 7 a Senate resolution
requested the secretary of war to advise it as soon as possible as
to "the annual and total appropriations required to place the harbor
of San Francisco in a good condition of defense." The next day

6. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Lt. D. Lead-
better, Aug. 4, 1852, to Totten; NA, Cartographic Division, RG
77, Fortifications File, Drawer 95-2, 3, and 4, "Fortifications, Cal-
ifornia." TFifteen years would pass before the army gained pos-
session of Lime Point. Thus, Alcatraz came to play a larger role in
the defenses than originally envisioned.
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Maj. John L. Smith provided Totten with the figures.
was a majority and minority (Smith) estimate:

Again, there

Majority estimate

Fort Point, 107 guns $1,000,000
Lime Point, 80 " 600,000
Alcatraz Island, 43 " 300,000

Total $1,900,000

Minority estimate

Fort Point, 205 guns $1,400,000
Lime Point, 80 " 600,000
Alcatraz Island, 120 " 340,000

Total $2,340,000

The whole board agreed that all the permanent works could be
finished in five years. The majority said that $500,000 could be
spent in the next fiscal yéar. If the work were accélerated, the
cost would go up. Smith used his higher estimate to show this

increase:
5 years 4 years 3 years 2 years

FY 1854 $300,000 500,000 800,000 1,500,000
FY 1855 400,000 600,000 1,000,000 2,000,000
FY 1856 500,000 750,000 1,200,000
FY 1857 550,000 750,000
FY 1858 550,000

Totals 32,300,000 2,600,000 3,000,000 3,500,000

Shortly afterwards the Congress appropriated $500,000 for fiscal
year 1854 to commence building the fortifications for San Francisco

Bay.7

7. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, J. L. Smith,
Feb. 8, 1853, to Totten.

the Senate resolution, dated Feb. 7, 1853.
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Totten selected experienced engineers to supervise
the works at Fort Point and Alcatraz. He appointed Capt.
J. K. M. Mansfield as the senior engineer on the Pacific Coast and
made him directly responsible for Fort Point, and he appointed
Capt. James L. Mason to supervise the works on Alcatraz. Before
Mansfield was ready to leave the East, he was promoted to colonel
and became an inspector general. Totten then made Mason the
senior engineer and filled the Alcatraz position with Ist Lt. Zealous
Bates Tower.

Totten wrote Mason while the latter was still sta-
tioned at Providence, Rhode Island. He told Mason that he would
carry out the approved plans for Alcatraz without variation except
"such as may be hereafter sanctioned by authority from this
Department." He impressed upon Mason the need to construct the
works with the utmost vigor. Congress had appropriated a very
large sum of money and "any delay not inevitable, will be a fault of
ours exclusively; and a very great fault--the cause, possibly, of a
great calamity." Mason was to start by making an exact survey of
the island so that the project might be adapted to local features.8

The Board of Engineers for the Pacific Coast was to
be split into two sections. Two unnamed officers were to remain in

8. This is the first known use of the term "project" so far as the
San Francisco defenses are concerned. Usually, at that time,
engineers referred to the "works." In late 19th century, the term
"project" came into common usage to describe the existing works,
plans, and work going on, e.g., the fire control project, or the
searchlight project. Emanuel Raymond Lewis, A History of San
Francisco Harbor Defense Installations: Forts Baker, Barry,
Cronkhite, and Funston, prepared for State of California Division of
Beaches and Parks, June 1965, pp. 62-63, discusses fully the
history of the term "project" as applied to coastal defenses.
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the East, while three would be stationed in San Francisco. These
three, being a majority, had the responsibility of determining and
recommending to Totten any modifications of the plans. The first
members appointed for San Francisco were Mansfield, Mason, and lIst
Lt. Henry Wager Halleck. Halleck, the brilliant young division
engineer, theoretically had no responsibilities concerning the con-
struction of permanent fortifications; he advised the division com-
mander, whereas the fortifications engineers reported directly to
the chief engineer.9 Mason replaced Mansfield as senior member of
the board. In June 1853, 1st Lt. Zealous Bates Tower transferred
in June 1853 from Portland, Maine, to take charge of the works on
Alcatraz and to become the third member of the board. Three
junior lieutenants also transferred to San Francisco that summer:

9. Lieutenant Halleck, promoted to captain in the summer of 1853,
had already made a name for himself. He graduated from the U.S.
Military Academy in 1839. In the early 1840s he supervised the
construction of fortifications in New York Harbor. He won one
brevet in the Mexican War. A thoughtful, scholarly officer, "Old
Brains" Halleck went to Europe before the Mexican War to study its
military systems. In 1845 his "Report on the Means of National
Defense" was published by the U.S. Congress. He followed that
with Elements of Military Art and Science. During the military
government of California, Halleck became secretary of the province
and territory. Being fluent in Spanish, he became the leading
expert in California on Spanish and Mexican land laws. Another of
his duties in San Francisco was inspector of lighthouses. Halleck
resigned from the army in 1854 and later became an attorney in San
Francisco. He returned to the army as a major general in 1861, and
from 1862 to 1864 served as commander in chief. After the Civil
War, he returned to San Francisco as commanding general of the
Military Division of the Pacific. See Heitman, 1:491; Walter Millis,
American Military Thought (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merril Com-
pany, 1966), pp. 127-28; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-
1866, Halleck, July 17, 1854, to Totten.
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Frederick E. Prime, to assist at Alcatraz, and William H. C. Whiting
and Newton F. Alexander, to work under Mason at Fort Point.10

2. Tower Begins the Work
When Tower arrived at San Francisco on August 5,
1853, he found Mason in bed seriously ill with the "Panama fever,"
unable to call a meeting of the board. Desiring to waste no time,
Tower quickly made his first visit to Alcatraz Island and scribbled
his impressions for Colonel Totten:

The Island is rougher than I had anticipated: very
rough, steep, and broken on the Eastern portion of the
[proposed] North West Battery and where the 3 gun

10. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engineers, vol. 20,
Totten, Apr. 11, 1853, to Mason, Apr. 18, 1853, to Halleck, June 4,
1853, to Maj. R. Delafield (re Prime), and June 7, 1853, to Whiting;
NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower, June 7, 1853,
to Totten; Heitman, 1:156, 695, 807, 966, and 1030. James Louis
Mason was born in Rhode Island. He entered the U.S. Military
Academy (hereinafter referred to as USMA) and graduated second
in his class. Promoted to first lieutenant in 1838 and to captain in
1847, he received two brevets in the Mexican War. It was not he
for whom Fort Mason was later named. Zealous Bates Tower came
from Massachusetts. He graduated at the head of his class at the
academy in 184l. During the Civil War he served as a brigadier
general of volunteers, and he retired as a colonel in 1883. He won
three brevets in the Mexican War and five during the Civil War.
He died in 1900. Frederick Edward Prime was born in Italy. He
too graduated first In his class at West Point in 1850. Serving with
distinction in the Civil War, Prime retired in the rank of major in
1871. He died in 1900. William Henry Chase Whiting graduated from
the USMA at the head of his class in 1845. e resigned from the
army at the beginning of the Civil War to become a major general in
the Confederate Army. He died in 1865. Newton F. Alexander,
Tennessee, graduated second in his class from the academy in I852.
He died in 1858. From these brief summaries, it will be seen that
most engineer officers graduated from West Point at or near the
head of their classes. The officers of the Engineer Corps con-
sidered themselves the elite of the army, which often they were.
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September 5, 1853.
informing him of the sad event.

battery is designed to be placed. I have commenced the
survey of the North West and South East portions of the
Island. The constant prevalence of high winds delays
this work much. . . . The sandstone composing the
Island is very friable; even where hardened on the sur-
face it can be cut with a hatchet. Wrought iron spikes
can be driven into the rock without much trouble.

Mindful to the end of Totten's urgings to work
speedily on the fortifications, Bvt. Lt. Col. James Mason died on
Halleck, Tower, and Whiting all wrote Totten
Whiting's letter was the most

poignant:

Tower added that army officers, some citizens, and two companies
of local volunteers (all that were available since the Presidio gar-
rison numbered only 31 enlisted men) had escorted the remains to

It is with great sorrow that I have to report to you the
untimely death of my commanding officer. .

Colonel Mason during his passage to this place in July
contracted the Panama fever. On his arrival here his
extreme anxiety for the rapid prosecution of the important
public interest with which he was charged aggravated his
disease & it took a firm hold upon him. After lingering
more than six weeks, & when we were in hopes that the
crisis . . . had been safely passed, on the 5th inst. he
grew rapidly worse and died. . . .

On the 8th inst, the anniversary of the day upon which
six years before he gallantly led the forlorn hope at
Molina del Rey, the remains of the distinguished Soldier
were interred with the honors due to his rank and name.

11.

NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower,

Aug. 15, 1853, to Totten.
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the wharves where they were placed on board a steamer and taken
to the "Army tomb" at Benicia.12

Tower wasted no time in beginning his preliminary
work on the island. He procured a whaleboat for transportation;
hired civilian masons, carpenters, and laborers; and started the
construction of temporary buildings. His journal of operations for
August 1853 showed that the carpenters were building office fur-
niture and repairing the whaleboat. The laborers kept busy un-
loading supplies from vessels and assisting in Tower's new survey.
He informed Totten that by the end of September he would have
completed the quarters, mess house, shops, a storehouse for cement
and lime, a wharf, and a road from the wharf to the top of the
island. Tower planned to construct the southeast battery first
because its guns would "give a circle of fire from Lime Point en-
tirely round to the front of the City. . . . Thus they prevent any
vessels from passing between the Island and the Main."13

Tower and Prime completed their new survey and
forwarded the three sheets (the whole island, the northwest side,
and the southeast end, all with 5-foot contour lines) to Totten on
September 15, 1853. While Tower considered his work to be more
accurate than the old Warner survey, he did not think the place-
ment of the batteries needed changing. Now that he was better

12. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower,
Sept. 12, 1853, to Totten, and Whiting, Sept. 9, 1853, to Totten.
Pacific Division headquarters had moved to San Francisco from
Benicia in 1852, but would move back to Benicia in 1854.

13. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower,
Sept. 14, 1853, to Totten; Federal Archives and Record Center,
San Bruno, Calif., RG 77, OCE, San Francisco District, Journal of
Operations, Alcatraz Island, vol. 1, August 1853-June 1871, entry
for August 1853. (Hereinafter this repository is cited as FARC.)
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acquainted with the island, he believed that the board's 1852 esti-
mates were too low, particularly for cutting the escarpment, build-
ing a permanent wharf, and excavating the ditches. He suggested
that additional storerooms and barracks would be required.

Tower supplied Totten with a list of local wages and
prices, reminding him "that one dollar in the Eastern Cities accom-
plishes as much as four or five dollars in San Francisco":

masons--$10 to $12
per day ' lumber--$50 to $60 per M

carpenters--$7 to $8
per day best brick--$25 per M

blasters--$4 to $5
per day rubble stone--$5 to $8 per ton

laborers--$3 to $5
per day stone for work in courses--
perhaps 60¢ a foot.'

Until he completed the 100-man barracks early in
October, Tower employed only 35 men on the island. Apparently
they commuted daily, but by what means remains unknown (the
engineers acquired a sloop about this time). By October, blasting
the roadway from the wharf to the guardhouse site had progressed
sufficiently for Tower to decide that he would have to build a
revetment wall on the land side because of the crumbling rock.
Alcatraz's unstable rock caused another problem a few weeks later.

14. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower,
Sept. 15, 1853, to Totten; NA, Cartographic Div., RG 77, Fort-
ifications File, Drawer 95-5, 6, and 7, Tower, "Map of Alcatraces
Island . . . 1853," "Map of South East Portion . . . 1853," and
"N. West end of Alcatraces . . . 1853."
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The 1852 board had recommended that a ditch be blasted out of the
rock in front of each battery in order to make it more difficult for
a landing party to storm the parapets. Tower now realized that the
scarp wall of the nearly completed ditch outside the southeast
battery would not support the weight of the parapet. To stabilize
the rock he now proposed to extend the wall to the bottom of the
ditch even though the cost would be greater.
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The island stone, while not as strong as a natural wall, would still
be suitable for mixing with concrete for other construction
elements--except for facing. 15

3. Temporary Armament
About to command the Department of the Pacific,
Brig. Gen. John E. Wool wanted temporary batteries erected immed-
iately at Fort Point and Alcatraz. In December 1853 Totten advised
Tower that the Ordnance Department was shipping thirty-three

15. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower,
Sept. 29, and Oct. 14 and 31, 1833, to Totten.
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8-inch and ten 10-inch columbiads to Alcatraz. He directed Tower
to proceed with the construction of the permanent terrepleins so
~ that the wooden gun platforms could be laid as soon as they
arrived. The parapets could be built later.

The columbiads were slow in reaching San Francisco.
General Wool, impatient with the delay, insisted that the engineers
erect temporary earthworks and mount such guns as were then
available. A map of the island, prepared by Tower in September of
1854, showed a temporary battery at the southeast end, above the
permanent works, mounting five navy 68-pounders; another tempor-
ary battery on the west side of the island containing three 24-
pounder siege guns; a single navy 68-pounder on the northwest
peak; and two 24-pounder siege guns on the southeast peak. In
his annual report for fiscal year 1854, Tower described the con-
struction of these temporary works: "The parapets of the two
temporary Batteries are earth supported by a breast height of
barrils capped with a row of sand bags." These 11 pieces modestly
marked the beginning of Alcatraz as a fortified place.16

4. Modifications of the Defenses
In his new role as an inspector general, Col. Joseph
Mansfield visited the works at San Francisco in 1854. While he
considered Fort Point to be "the key to the whole Pacific Coast in a
military point of view," he thought that Alcatraz was "a highly
important point in the water defenses, where two hundred guns

16. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engineers, vol. 21,
Totten, Dec. 30, 1853, to Tower; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters
Received 1838-1866, Barnard, May 16, 1854, to Totten, and Tower,
Sept. 14, 1854, to Totten; NA, Cartographic Div., RG 77, Fortif-
ications File, Drawer 95-10, Tower, "Plan of Alcatraces Island . . .
showing amount of Work done to 1st of September 54."
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should be mounted." Capt. John G. Barnard, the new senior
member of the Pacific board, agreed that Fort Point ranked first in
importance. He recommended to Totten that there be one appro-
priation for the works in the harbor and that two-thirds of it go to
Fort Point and one-third to Alcatraz. Barnard thought he could
complete the fort at Fort Point in one year at the cost of $750,000.

Tower objected strongly to this unequal division of
funds. He wrote Totten separately saying that the allotments
should be divided evenly between the two works. The fortifications
at Alcatraz could be finished much more quickly than those at Fort
Point and it was important that his project be pushed forward
rapidly: "I urge this equal distribution from my desire to see the
work under my charge finished so that the Dept. may say San
Francisco has one work mounted with guns ready to receive a
garrison to stand between hostile Ships & this large commercial
City." In March 1854, Totten informed Barnard that the secretary
of war had ruled in favor of Fort Point; it would receive two-thirds
of the $500,000 appropriated for fiscal year 1855.17

Soon after Barnard arrived, he called a meeting of
the board at which he, Tower, and Halleck reconsidered Alcatraz's
defenses. They agreed with Tower's earlier opinion that the 1852
estimate of $300,000 was too low. Among the modifications the
board now proposed were the revetment of ditches and of the road

17. Robert W. Frazer, ed., Mansfield on the Condition of the
Western Forts 1853-54 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1963), pp. 121-22; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866,
Barnard, Jan. 12, 1854, to Totten, and Tower, Jan. 31, 1854, to
Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs. vol. 21,
Totten, Mar. 18, 1854, to Barnard.
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cut that led from the landing to the guardhouse, an enlarged and
relocated guardhouse that could effectively cover the road with at
least 24-pounders, an additional eight-gun battery on the southwest
side of the island that looked directly toward the Golden Gate,
doubling the size of the barracks so as to accommodate a full gar-
rison, a powder magazine separate from those in the caponiers, and
the demolition of three rocky points on the northeast side of the
island. Another minor item not considered in 1852 was office rent
for Tower in San Francisco. The board's new estimate of $600,000
exactly doubled that of 1852. The chief engineer notified Tower in
April 1854 that the modifications were approved. He directed that
the caponiers be designed for 24-pounder howitzers, which had now
been adopted for such a purpose.18

5. Brick and Stone

One of the major problems Tower faced during the
first year of construction was finding sources in the San Francisco
area for good quality brick and stone. When the War Department
determined that Tower should get only one-third of the appropria-
tion, the cost of these materials became a critical factor along with
quantity and quality. Quarries had already been opened in the
bay, principally on Angel Island, that provided a blue sandstone,
but as yet in limited quantities. In early 1854, however, the engi-
neers were not yet certain that this "blue stone" was fit for facings
on scarp walls. Barnard was not worried about Tower's needs
because Alcatraz would not have much masonry compared to Fort

18. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Board of En-
gineers (Tower, Halleck, and Barnard), Jan. 12, 1854, to Totten,
and Barnard, Jan. 31, 1854, to Totten; NA, Cartographic Div., RG
77, Fortifications File, Drawer 95-8, "Plan of Alcatrazes Island

. modifications . . . Jany 12, 1854." This was Halleck's only
attendance at a board meeting. Shortly afterwards he went on
leave and was replaced on the board by Lt. W. H. C. Whiting.
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Point, but Tower was concerned. At first he decided to use the
sandstone in his masonry. Then the proprietors of newly opened
granite quarries at Point Reyes made him such favorable offers that
he considered facing the walls with that material, especially since
he still had questions about the durability of sandstone. But the
granite was slow in making its appearance. Tower could not wait,
and in April 1854, he reported that he was building the scarp wall
of the southeast battery with sandstone and a concrete backing.
He was considering sandstone for the facing as well.

At this time Totten wrote Tower in infinite detail
concerning masonry. He had heard from Barnard that granite was
quite expensive in San Francisco and he hoped that sandstone could
be used: "That material, I suppose, would be cheaper than
bricks." Even more economical, thought Totten, would be 12-foot-
thick earthen parapets faced with masonry. "But," he added, "if
they must be masonry, they should be 7 feet thick with a recess at
each gun." He added a small drawing on the margin of the letter
illustrating the use of earth.19

TN

19. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 21,
Totten, Apr. 18, 1854, to Barnard. Masonry scarp walls had
previously been only 5 feet thick. Recent experiments at West
Point, N. Y., had shown that these were not strong enough against
the heavy guns then mounted in ships.
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By May 1854, Tower was fully committed to the use
of the blue stone. Barnard reported to Totten that this stone was
received in blocks at a cost of $10 per ton, but that production at
the quarry was slow. Barnard added a postscript saying that a
load of Point Reyes granite had just arrived at Alcatraz: "Lieut.
Prime reports it excellent, in good blocks & thinks it will cost laid
in the work 50 per cent less than the blue stone they have beén
using." Tower wrote the same day describing the construction
techniques, but not mentioning the Point Reyes granite:

The blue stone has been adopted for the South Bat-
tery. . . . 1 have been paying 10 dollars per ton for
stone in blocks or approaching nearly to a rectangular
form which is dressed on bed & build for the face. Stone
not so regular I pay 6 dollars for. These are rubble
though I have used them in face. Back of the stone wall
about 2% feet thick is filled with rubble to within 6 in. of
the perpendicular bank which space 6 in. wide is filled
with broken stone & gravel for drainage. The concrete
[for the foundation] is mostly made from beach
stone. . . .

. . . I should not hesitate to use brick could the hard
bricks of the East be obtained here.

Brick manufacturing was still an infant industry on the West Coast,
and the army engineers found it difficult to locate good hard brick
in quantity and at a reasonable price. An 1858 summary of brick
purchased for Alcatraz showed that a large variety of suppliers had
attempted to fill the island's needs. Among them were the state
prison brickyard and a brickyard at Fort Point that the engineers
themselves had established.

Tower and Barnard sent samples of local brick to the East for
testing. In July 1854, Totten informed them of the results. The
large bricks from Contra Costa County seemed '"rather tender
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from being under-done; and also rather too sandy; but, as in some
of our Southern bricks, this last may not be a material doubt."
The small Contra Costa bricks were "pretty hard, and I have no
doubt would be durable in inside work.!" Best of all were the
bricks from Sacramento. Later, when the engineers changed from
sandstone to brick for the Alcatraz works, nearly all the brick came
from Sacramento--after the problem of inconsistent quality had been
solved.zo

6. Engineer Buildings

In his first annual report Tower described the
construction accomplished. The island was no longer a barren
rock; wharves, roads, buildings, and batteries had already begun
to change the island's skyline. Tower first described the tempor-
ary buildings he had erected. Most of these "temporaries” remained -
for many years, serving the needs of the garrison as well as the
construction workers.

a. Carpenter's shop
This shop was 30 by 20 feet, with a toolroom in
the half-basement. It was situated on the edge of the road leading
to the southeast battery. A wooden cistern, 12 by 10 by 6 feet,
stood outside the building at its northwest end.

b. Blacksmith's shop

This shop was 30 by 20 feet, had two forges.

This stood near the main wharf, on a leveled spot on the cliff. A
flight of steps led down to the wharf.

20. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Barnard,
Jan. 12 and 31, May 30, and June 15, 1854, to Totten, Tower,
Feb. 15, Mar. 15, Apr. 14, May 30, and July 12, 1854, to Totten,
and Lt. J. B. McPherson, Apr. 19, 1858, to Capt. H. G. Wright,
OCE; Daily Alta California, June 12, 1854.
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c. Two storehouses
These storehouses were used for cement and
lime, one 40 by 26 feet, the other 40 by 20 feet. Both were
located on the leveled area at the wharf, along the road leading to
the northwest battery.

d. Stable
The stable was 30 by 20 feet, with a hayloft
above and grain room attached. It accommodated eight animals, and
it stood by itself on the southwest side of the island.

e. Mess house
This building was 66 by 21 feet, with a kitchen
attached, and was used for mechanics and laborers. Located at the
southeast end of the island, adjacent to the five-gun temporary
battery.

f. Laborers' barracks
This barracks was 75 by 22 feet, with three
tiers of bunks accommodating 96 men. It stood across the road
from the mess house.

g. Mechanics' barracks
This barracks was 81 by 21 feet, with accom-
modations for 50 persons. It was located above the southeast
barracks.

h. Office building
This 1% story building, also contained rooms for
the master mason, the master carpenter, and the principal over-
seer. Its dimensions were 24 by 14 feet, with an ell 20 by 20 feet.
It crowned the southeast peak, where the Citadel would eventually
stand.
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i.  Kitchen and mess room
This building was 26 by 12 feet, for master
mechanics and principal overseer. The boarding housekeeper
occupied the attic. This structure was not identified as such on
Tower’'s map; but it may have been an unidentified building below
the office, on the southwest side of the island.

j. Powder house
This structure was 10 by 10 feet and located
just below the northwest peak.

k. Water tank
This tank, made of plank, had a 23,000-gallon
capacity. It stood between the storehouses and the wharf area.
Water for general purposes, including concrete mixing, was secured
under contract from the Sausalito Water Company.

Tower described each of these structures as being "about 10 feet
high built of light scantling & covered with boards placed verti-
cally, the joints being battened. The office building which is 1
stories high is covered with clapboard--the magazine shingled--the
two store houses are 12 feet in height." A map that accompanied
the report showed sections of the laborers' mess house and kitchen,
mechanics' barracks, carpenter's shop, office building, and store-
house 2.

Two wharves had been constructed, and Tower described them
next:

1. Wharves:

Two wharves have been constructed. .
The larger on the north [east] face of the Island [where
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today's landing is located] consists of a bulk head built
of timber and planks 96 feet long [along the shore] and a
wharf head of frame work 70 feet wide. The planked
structure covers an area of 2283 square feet and the
entire wharf room is 6,400 feet, a portion of which is
occupied by the mortar mill {and sand and gravel bins].
The large [water] tank and storehouses stand upon the
road way near this landing. The wharf at the south
[east] end . . . consists of a bulk head 6l feet long and
a wharf head 64 feet wide securing 3454 superficial feet
level area for receiving stone for South Battery."

Tower had constructed two roads, one leading from the main wharf
to the northwest battery area, where it terminated at the end of
the island outside the scarp of the battery. The other branched
off from the first to the southeast, passed to the rear of the south-
east battery, and continued along the southwest side of the island,
terminating at the temporary Three-Gun Battery that looked at the
Golden Gate. Tower regarded his roads as permanent structures.

m. Batteries:

The ditches and the sites of the caponiers
at both batteries had been essentially excavated. At the
northwest battery, 91 yards of concrete foundation for
the scarp wall had been laid. Running short on funds,
Tower had suspended work on the battery until the new
fiscal year. Much more progress had been made on the
southeast battery. The left face of the scarp wall (that
is, the portion of the battery to the left of the caponier
as one looks out toward the water--also called flank) was
complete and would be ready for its coping in two weeks.
The stone walls of the caponier stood halfway up. And
some progress had been made on the right face. The
total amount of concrete and stone masonry completed
amounted to 1,650 cubic yards.

Tower forwarded two superb maps of Alcatraz with his annual
report. One of these showed no fewer than 29 profiles of the
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roads, those for the northeast side of the island being extended
down to water level. The other sheet was an enlarged drawing,
including sections and elevations, of the southeast battery. Al-
though many changes subsequently occurred in this area--later
fortifications, parade ground, officers' quarters--this drawing will
offer detailed data should archeological excavations ever be under-
taken. It is noted here that the terreplein of this battery stood at
an elevation of 54 feet above sea level.

An interesting array of equipment had been brought to the island
to carry out the work. This included earth carts, mortar carts,
water carts, stone wagons, stone drags, a crane on the southeast
wharf, a derrick to raise stone from that wharf to the battery, and
two 50-foot boom derricks for setting stone on the scarp wall. The
horsepower consisted of four horses and four mules.21

7. South Battery
Congress appropriated only $100,000 for the Alcatraz
works in fiscal year 1855. Although this amount was smaller than
the previous year's, Tower did not complain about the reduction.
Perhaps the reason for his acquiescence was that Barnard's Fort
Point appropriation was the same, rather than the two-thirds/
one-third ratio of the past.22

21. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower,
Sept. 14, 1854, to Totten. By this time, Tower was using the
names North Battery (northwest end), South Battery (southeast
end), Three-Gun Battery (extreme left end of southwest battery),
and Eight-Gun Battery (proposed). While not assigned officially,
these names were formally used for the next several years, and
they will be used in this report from this page on.

22. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 22,
Totten, Aug. 9, 1854, to Barnard and Tower.
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Barnard, miffed at Totten for what he considered
excessive interference at Fort Point and for other reasons, had
requested a transfer back to the East Coast. In August 1854,
Totten informed him that he was relieved at Fort Point and his new
station was Charleston, South Carolina. At the same time the
elderly, much experienced Lt. Col. Rene E. De Russy, then at Old
Point Comfort (Fort Monroe), Virginia, was notified to proceed to
San Francisco to replace Barnard as the senior engineer on the
Pacifi2c3 Coast. De Russy arrived in San Francisco on November I,
1854.

Much of Tower's attention was now directed toward
completing the South Battery. In July 1854 he informed Totten that
he planned a 15-foot-thick parapet. It would consist of the outer
stone scarp wall, the inner brick breast-height wall, and a fill
between the two. Because of this thickness, the caponier would
have to be lengthened (to the rear) so that its howitzers could still
sweep the terreplein as planned. Tower recommended that, in
addition to the gun embrasures in the caponier, two loopholes be
constructed in the upper-level gun room so that musket fire might
sweep the parapet. He also suggested additional loopholes at the

23. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 22,
Totten, Aug. 17, 1854, to De Russy. De Russy, born in the West
Indies, entered West Point in 1807. He fought in the War of 1812.
His highest regular rank would be colonel, and his highest brevet
rank, brigadier general. He would return to San Francisco during
the Civil War and would die there in 1865.

24. Tower did not describe the material he used as fill. In the
later North Battery, the fill was earth. But in 1855, a newspaper
reported that the fill for South Battery was concrete and rubble
stone, "which, as it hardens becomes as solid as the hardiest in the
world." The writer is inclined to believe the reporter to a certain
extent; but the top several feet of the parapet would have been
earth to absorb shot. See Daily Alta California, Aug. 2, 1855.
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ends of the gun room. Concerned that the concrete foundations of
the brick breast-height walls would settle in the fresh earthen fill
of the terreplein, Tower decided to construct concrete piers reach-
ing down to bedrock to support the breast-height walls.24

Totten became agitated in the fall of 1854 over the
high costs of Tower's stone scarp. (Barnard had informed the
chief engineer that Tower's stonework seemed to be costing $80 per
cubic yard, unless there was an error in the estimate.) The de-
partment, warned Totten, could not tolerate Alcatraz's having an
ashlar facing on the scarp. He said that Fort Monroe was faced
with rubble masonry: "According to my idea of stone . . . it
should be laid in the wall without any attempt to get it into
courses: it should be laid simply as 'rubble,' not even as 'coursed
rubble,' and to be thus laid, it should not be faced with a ham-
mar."

Tower hurriedly tried to explain how he had built
the scarp that was already finished; he enclosed a diagram that
showed he had indeed laid the stone in courses and, although he
called it "rubble," he had adopted an ashlar facing: "The work on
the left of S. Battery is half concrete & half rubble placed thus as
in figure."

PN/ /
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However, he had now changed the style of the masonry to reduce
the amount of stone: "I dress the bed & build [top] and ends so
that the face will . . . average about 18 inches thick. The rest of
the wall is concrete. By this arrangement I use about half the
stone formerly used."

SECTON

In view of the criticisms directed at his efforts by
Barnard\ and Totten, Tower must have welcomed the first official
visit of newly arrived De Russy. After inspecting the project, De
Russy wrote Totten: "I have visited Major Tower's work on Alca-
trazes Island and am gratified to find it progressing, in spite of
the difficulty of procuring stone in this vicinity." He said that he
himself would visit the several quarries in the Bay Area and use
his best efforts to have them worked at reasonable prices.25

25. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower, July 31,
Aug. 31, and Nov. 15, 1854, to Totten, De Russy, Nov. 15, 1854,
to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 22,
Tower, Sept. 1, 1854, to Totten; Lawrence Kinnard, "History of
the Golden Gate and its Headlands" [1962-1967], Manuscript, NPS,
DSC, p. 212. Also helping Tower to reduce costs was California's
first depression, in 1855. In a report on wages, Tower disclosed
that he had hired his brother as a clerk.
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In a slightly sarcastic letter to Totten in January
1855, Tower discussed construction materials at some length. He
said that the cost of building the right face of the battery would be
only $29 or $30 per cubic yard. While granite was the best material
for resisting shot and shell, hard brick had good qualities too.
Unfortunately, the brick available at San Francisco was only medium
in hardness. He suggested that ordinary brick backed by concrete
would "break shells," but he did not know of any experiments as to
the penetration of concrete itself. Since a scarp wall faced with
brick or built of concrete entirely was cheaper than any other, he
proposed to build the remaining batteries on Alcatraz with these
materials. Tower concluded the letter with: "Would the Chief
Engineer adorn the building of any of the smaller batteries of
Concrete or would it be preferable to face with brick. Will the
Chief Engineer send details of embrasures for the flank howitzers of
the Caponniere."

Totten readily picked up the gauntlet: "I do not
think . . . that our knowledge and skill in concrete will, as yet,
justify our exposing to the action of the weather or the waves, a
concrete surface: there should be a facing of bricks or stones."
As for the caponier embrasures, Totten, who specialized in this
subject, had much advice to give:

Let the exterior facing be the same as the rest of the
scarp--the cheeks be faced like the interior of the wall--
you will need no recess or recess arch--let the lintel and
sole be of stone--the pintle stone of the given dimen-
sions--the pintle hole in exact conformity as to position,
form and dimensions. Give no wider exterior opening than
is necessary to do all the flanking required of the piece--
and no wider interior opening than this traverse of the
piece requires.

The iron throat plates should conform to the drawing--
and so also should the shutters. Perhaps not more than
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one set of iron plates, if even .one, will be requisite be-
tween the throat and the outer face--the number of these
notches in the cheeks should depend on the obliquity of
the cheeks-~they have been proved to stop all grape can-
nister and musket balls that would otherwise be reflected
by the cheeks in the casemate. If the exterior opening
of your embrasure is but little more than that of the
throat, the throat plates will suffice. All this iron work
should be made of the best wrought iron, and of exact
dimensions and form.26

In April 1855, the War Department ordered a set of
15-foot shot furnace irons shipped to Alcatraz. This apparatus
heated up a solid shot to a red-hot condition so that it could set a
wooden ship on fire. The arrival of the furnace on the island
would cause a change in the armament, as shall be seen.2’

8. Three-Gun Battery

In the spring of 1855 Tower turned his attention to
the Three-Gun Battery. The original scheme had called for the
three guns to be mounted in a straight line, side by side, pointing
eastward. Now Tower discovered that because of the uneven ter-
rain there was room for only two guns being mounted on a straight
face; even then he would be forced to move the battery back from
the original position. This would expose the rear of South Battery;
therefore, he proposed moving the third gun to the flank of that
battery. He also suggested building a 4-foot wall connecting the
two batteries to improve safe communication between them. Finally,
he recommended adding two flank guns to the new battery. Tower

26. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower, Jan. 15
and Apr. 15, 1855, to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers
of Engrs., vol. 23, Totten, Feb. 12, 1855, to Tower.

27. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 23,
Totten, Apr. 4, 1855, to De Russy.
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said he had shown this plan to De Russy who had agreed with him
in these views. Totten readily approved this change of plans, but
in the end, the new battery had but one flanking gun, making it in
fact a three-gun battery.28

9. State of the Works, June 1855
In his second annual report, Tower said that his
objectives for that year had been to bring the three batteries
toward completion and to mount guns as fast as South Battery was
ready to receive them. He had succeeded admirably.

a. South Battery

The scarp wall of the right face was complete
and ready for cobing. Also the breast-height wall and the 12
semicircular containing walls for the wooden platforms on the right
face were finished. Furthermore, the parapets for both faces were
filled with earth, and the terreplein was graded (both excavation
and filling had been required). The caponier had been raised to
the springing lines of the arch over the gun room, which had been
lined with brick. Doors and windows had been manufactured. The
magazine was being lined with wood. The two flights of steps down
to the magazine entrance were in place, and the area wall to the
rear of the magazine entrance had been raised to the level of the
terreplein. The return wall at the battery's left flank had been
extended back to unite with the scarp of Three-Gun Battery.

b. Three-Gun Battery
This entire battery had been completed except
for the coping on the scarp wall. To level the terreplein it had

28. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received, Tower, Apr. 15, 1855, to
Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 23,
Totten, May 25, 1855, to Tower.
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been necessary to excavate at its rear and to fill in at the front.
Tower did not mention whether the scarp wall had been faced with
stone or brick.

c. North Battery

Here Tower had used brick in the scarp. Not
only had it been less expensive than stone, it had allowed the work
to proceed more quickly: "The scarp wall [is] finished except the
coping. This wall is faced with bricks & filled in with concrete.
On account of the increase in the thickness of the parapet . . . it
became neéessary to excavate back into the rock 10 feet farther
before commencing the scarp wall of the short [right] face.
The prolonging of the Caponniere from the same cause will require
some additional excavation." Work on the caponiér had . not yet
commenced.

A description of the fortifications appeared in the
Daily Alta California in 1855. The article stated that the magazine
floor in the caponier was paved with Chinese granite. This was
possible, for Barnard had ordered 2,000 tons of granite from China
in 1854 for Fort Point. The paper went on to say that the
caponier's walls were formed of "Monterey stone." While this sug-
gested granite also, all of Tower's inferences and statements sup-
ported the use of blue sandstone. Years later, George Elliot, the
engineer who was then in charge of the works on Alcatraz, said
that the caponier had been built of sandstone from Angel Island.29

29. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower, Sept. 4,
1855, to Totten, and Elliot, Oct. 14, 1861, to Totten, Daily Alta
California, Aug. 1, 1855. De Russy opened his brickyard at Fort
Point In May 1855 and was able to supply brick to Alcatraz. Also
during that year, Tower extended the wharf by 2,058 square feet.
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10. International Friction

In December 1853 Totten advised Tower that 43
columbiads would arrive on Alcatraz as soon as possible and he
urged the lieutenant to prepare the platforms as quickly as he
could. This growing concern over San Francisco Bay's lack of
defense. stemmed from several causes concerning international rela-
tions. Following the 1846 treaty with Great Britain that established
the 49th North Parallel as the boundary between the United States
and British possessions, the British had erected a naval base at
Vancouver Island to counterbalance the harbor of San Francisco.
In the 1850s the British fleet stationed at Esquimalt was generally
much stronger than anything the United States had in the Pacific.
Furthermore, the 1846 treaty had failed to settle the dispute over
the water boundary between Vancouver Island and Washington
Territory, although a crisis on this issue would not occur until
1859.

Across the Pacific, Commodore Perry "opened" Japan
in 1853. Japan was hardly a threat to anyone for the time being,
but Perry's adventure signified growing American power and in-
terest in that vast sea. Closer to California, both Britain and the
United States were casting covetous eyes at the Hawaiian Islands,
and in the fall of 1854, at least Lieutenant Whiting at San Francisco
thought it probable "that the annexation of the Sandwich Islands
will shortly be consummated" by the United States. War in the
Crimea in 1853-1854 had little direct influence on San Francisco, but
the Russians and the British both had colonies on the northern
Pacific- coast, and each side was most anxious to see that the United
States remained neutral, if not friendly.

The thrilling moment of international friction came,
however, in April 1854 when Spanish authorities in Havana, Cuba,
siezed the U.S. merchant vessel Black Warrior. Expansionists in
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Congress clamored for war with Spain. In October three U.S.
ministers in Europe sent a dispatch commonly called the Ostend
Manifests, recommending that the United States purchase Cuba, or
failing that, resort to "wrestling it from Spain." Had war come,
the East Coast would have been the more heavily involved, but San
Francisco was not to be ignored. Spain's outpost, the Philippine
Islands, guarded by Spanish ships of war, lay a few thousand miles
to the west. In November 1854, Totten dispatched a confidential
letter to De Russy in San Francisco alerting him as follows:

You will have noticed in the newspapers that our foreign
relations wear a somewhat threatening aspect. . . .

But a principal object, not yet touched upon of this letter
is to direct your attention to efforts for making the ut-
most of the armament of thirty-three [sic] 8" & 10" Colum-
biads, now on its way to your harbor. I fear that with
the exception of the south battery of Alcatras Island per-
haps only a part of that permanent provision will not
have been made for the reception of these guns in bat-
tery. . . .

As to expenditures on batteries to be thrown up to sup-
ply a sudden need, you will not hesitate as to them, in
any exigency that may present itself before a heavy arm-
ament shall have been accommodated in its proper place.30

11. The Guns Arrive
Some of the weapons promised San Francisco in
1853 departed from the New York Arsenal in the fall of 1854. The

30. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 22,
Totten, confidential, Nov. 18, 1854, to De Russy; NA, RG 77,
OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Whiting, Nov. 15, 1854, to
Totten. Whiting wrote Totten early in 1854 that if there was a war
with Spain, he wanted to be in it. Later, he asked to be sent to
Hawaii should it be annexed. He had missed out in the war with
Mexico.
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New York Arsenal requested the Quartermaster Department to
arrange transportation of the following to be sent to both Alcatraz
Island and the West Coast arsenal at Benicia, California:

4 10-inch columbiads
7 8-inch columbiads
8 8-inch barbette top carriages
8 8-inch barbette chassis
8 8-inch barbette platforms
13 boxes of pintle stones
96 10-inch shot
430 8-inch shot
384 10-inch shell31
750  8-inch shell

By February 1855 Tower had received invoices
stating that all 43 guns had been shipped, but, he said, Colonel De
Russy wanted 10 of them transferred to Fort Point for emergency
batteries. Tower said he could mount 53 guns on Alcatraz in six
months--if the funds were available. Meanwhile the first of the
columbiads had arrived.

Back in Washington, Secretary of War Davis
assembled a board of officers for the purpose of determining the
ordnance needed for the fortification of the sea coasts. Totten
notified Tower that Alcatraz's guns would eventually consist of ten
10-inch columbiads, thirty-three 8-inch columbiads, fifteen 24-
pounder howitzers for the caponiers, and ten 42-pounder guns.
The Ordnance Department introduced these last because columbiads
could not handle hot shot. Totten also included details for the

31. NA, RG 92, Office of the Quartermaster General (hereinafter
cited as OQMG), Consolidated Correspondence File, Alcatraz, W. A.
Thornton, New York Arsenal, Oct. 5, 1854, to Col. T. Swords,
QM, San Francisco.
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mounting of a 42-pounder. A summary of the guns alloted to
Alcatraz is as follows:

South Battery

Right face (or long branch) 4 10-inch columbiads
4 8-inch columbiads
5 42-pounders
Left face (or short branch) 2 10-inch columbiads
2 8-inch columbiads
5 42-pounders
Caponier 8 24-pounder howitzers
(4 on each side)
North Battery 2 10-inch columbiads
18 8-inch columbiads
Caponier 7  24-pounder howitzers

Proposed Eight-Gun Battery, Now Called West Battery

2 10-inch columbiads
6 8-inch columbiads

Three-Gun Battery 3 8-inch columbiads

Totten pointed out that one more gun had been assigned to South
Battery than there was space for. This columbiad was to be
mounted in barbette on top of the caponier; a similar arrangement
was eventually to be made at North Battery. "By arranging the
center of motion," he wrote, "so that the gun may fire over the
sides as well as the end of the caponnier a very great field of fire
will result, but that you may have full advantage of the position
the breast-height surface should be cylindrical with a radius of
9 feet, the parapet in that position being thickened to the extent
shown by the shaded portion in the margin."
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By April 15, 1855, Tower had seven 8-inch and one 10-inch colum-
biads mounted on the left face of South Battery. This marked the
beginning of permanent firepower on Alcatraz, six years before the
Civil War and at a time when the foundations for the fort at Fort
Point were just being completed. On the right face, Tower had
already prepared five emplacements for columbiads, only to learn
now that 42-pounders, requiring a different kind of platform, were
to be mounted here. Since it would be quite some time before these
guns would arrive, Tower felt justified in not making any immediate
changes. With some of the ordnance mounted, he thought it a good
idea to test the platforms by firing one shell and one solid shot
from each gun. Totten was not at all sure that such tests were
necessary; but if Tower considered them indispensible, he was
authorized to request the necessary ammunition from Ordnance.32

32. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower, Feb. 15,
Mar. 15, and Apr. 15, 1855, to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters
to Officers of Engrs., vols. 22 and 23, Totten, Mar. 17, 1855, and
May 25, 1855, to Tower.
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12. Increasing the Defenses, 1856

Perhaps because of the international tensions, Con-
gress passed an appropriation for coastal defenses for fiscal year
1856 as early as March 1855. Fort Point received the sum of
$300,000; Alcatraz got $200,000, twice the amount of the year
before. The new fiscal year would see the beginnings of a con-
siderable increase in the number of guns bristling from the natural
redoubt called Alcatraz.33

In September 1855, Lieutenant Prime prepared an
elegant map of Alcatraz that he titled "Annual Drawing Showing
progress of the work." This map showed 20 detailed sections of
both North and South batteries and their caponiers. Among the
more important things to be learned from these sections is that to-
day's brick scarp wall under the model industries building is, in
large part, the original scarp as built by Tower in 1855-1856. Of
the temporary armament, four 24-pounders and one navy 8-inch
"shell gun" still remained. North Battery did not yet contain any
weapons, but 13 columbiads aimed their muzzles over the parapet at
South Battery. Four more had been dragged to their platforms but
were not yet mounted on their carriages. All the columbiads were
employed at the Three-Gun Battery.34

33. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 22,
Totten, Mar. 7, 1855, to Tower; USDI, NPS, DSC, Fort Point, by
Bearss, p. 71.

34. NA, Cartographic Div., RG 77, - Fortifications File, Drawer
95-14, Prime, "Annual Drawing . . . 30 Sept. 1855." The colum-
biads at Alcatraz were the 1844 model and were mounted on wooden
barbette carriages. The maximum range of the 8-inch columbiad
was 4,812 yards at an elevation of 27 degrees 30 minutes; the
10-inch columbiad, 5,654 yards at an elevation of 39 degrees 15
feet. Primarily designed to fire shells, they were sometimes used
at Alcatraz to fire solid shot, as will be seen. The best history of
the columbiads is Emanuel Raymond Lewis, "The Ambiguous Colum-
biads," Military Affairs 28(Fall 1964):111-22. See also Emanuel
Raymond Lewis, Seacoast Fortifications of the United States, An
Introductory History (Washington: Smithsonian Institufion Press,
1970), pp. 59 and pp. 61-62, and footnote 59n.
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In December 1855, Tower informed the chief engineer
that since he probably would exhaust his 1856 appropriation by
April, it would be a fine idea if he were allowed to return to the
East Coast for a few months. He had a number of things to do
there and he would also like to discuss his ideas for further in-
creasing the defenses of Alcatraz. Totten was not impressed. He
advised Tower to lay any suggestions for modification before the
Pacific board of engineers, adding that the board should now meet.
The Pacific board met in April 1856. By then only two members
were present to sign the report--De Russy and Tower. Lieutenant
Whiting had finally succeeded in wringing a transfer out of Totten
and had left San Francisco for Washington early in the new year.35

The Board reviewed the general plans for the de-
fense of San Francisco Bay, pointing out again the need for a
second line because an enemy might slip through the gate during
nighttime or in a fog: "The most prominent position of this sec-
ondary line is Alcatrazes Island. Its guns sweep a larger expanse
of waters than those of any other point and it lies upon the two
passes of ingress and egress most readily navigated. It has addi-
tional importance at this time from the advanced state of its bat-
teries as compared with those of the outer line."

Because of Alcatraz's strategic location, the board
proposed additional armament for the island: eight additional guns
(42-pounders) to be added to the still not built West Battery, and a
right face to North Battery (i.e., to the right of the caponier),

35. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower, Dec. 4,
1855, to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engineers,
vol. 24, Totten, Dec. 15, 1855, to Whiting, and Dec. 31, 1855, to
Tower.
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having six emplacements (one 10-inch and five 8-inch columbiads).
Also, they thought, an additional gun could be added to the left
flank of the Three-Gun Battery. If the above 42-pounders were
added to West Battery, there would be no need for the five such
guns proposed for South Battery. That would relieve a dangerous
situation wherein the hot shot guns and furnace were to be located
close to the powder magazine in the south caponier. The only
drawback to having hot shot in West Battery was its relatively high
elevation--70 feet above high tide, which would make it difficult to
hit the sides of ships at close range.

Other recommendations involved the proposed guard-
house and barracks. The guardhouse should be enlarged and made
stronger and provided with a postern (sally port), drawbridge, and
ditch (or moat). The "basement" room would serve as a prison,
the guard would occupy the outer (nearest to the water) gun room,
and the officer of the guard's quarters would be in the inner gun
room. The terreplein, or roof, of the guardhouse would rest upon
brick arches supported by railroad iron. A brick wall 2 feet thick
and about 20 feet high on its water side and extending 4 feet above
the ground on its interior, would serve as a revetment for the
rocky bank between the guardhouse and North Battery. This wall,
in addition to its role as a revetment, would offer some protection
to personnel making their way along the northeastern side of the
island from enemy fire or observation.

The board proposed that the barracks retain its
present design but be increased in length so as to house a war
garrison. The officers' portion of the building would become a
hospital, and three plain cottages would be built for them.

De Russy added a short statement to the report that
bore his signature only. As senior member of the board he wished
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to recommend that the addition to North Battery contain ten rather
than six guns, and a hot-shot furnace as well. The four additional
guns would be 42-pounders. Two drawings accompanied the report:
a plan of Alcatraz showing the proposed additional works and a
sheet of plans and elevations for the guardhouse. Several features
on this latter are noteworthy. The walls of the structure extended
far enough above the terreplein (roof) to offer protection for in-
fantry stationed there. Musket loopholes (slits) were provided in
all four walls of the outer gun room and in the postern side of the
inner gun room. Two embrasures for 24-pounder howitzers, one in
each gun room, looked toward the wharf; a third embrasure, in the
opposite end of the outer gun room, covered the area toward North
Battery.36

One problem that Tower was trying to solve in the
spring of 1856 was how to finish off the interior crest lines of North
and South batteries. In that this matter was attacked in different
ways by 19th century engineers and causes headaches for restora-
tion specialists today, Tower's comments, if not his solution, are
presented in full. The interior crest was simply the top of the
breast-height wall, as distinguished from the superior slope, which
was simply the top of the parapet. The problem was to find a
material and form that would last against the weather through years
of peace yet would not disintegrate from the blast of the gun and
that would resist enemy hits in time of war:

36. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, De Russy,
Apr. 19, 1856, to Totten; NA, Cartographic Div., RG 77, Forti-
fications File, Drawer 95-15 and 95-16, "Plan of Alcatraces Island
Giving new works proposed . . ." and "Plan and Sections of Guard
House at Alcatraces Island"; Lewis, Seacoast Fortifications, pp. 5%n
and 142. The maximum range of a 42-pounder smoothbore was
1,955 yards at a 5 degree elevation; this type of gun was employed
at Alcatraz to fire hot shot. It was a much smaller gun than the
10-inch columbiad.
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I have not yet determined any plan for finishing the in-
terior crest line of the batteries. I have thought of two
methods which I will describe. The first is to make the
portion of the breast height as in sketch. The upper
portion A being made of sun dried bricks laid in cement &
lime mortar & covered with a thin coating of cement so as
to prevent penetration of water. The planking, b, c,
made in sections overlapping each other & hooked
together & kept in place by a pin at
C would be removed in action. The
[mass?] is supposed to have sufficient
solidity to stand during the fire by
its mortar joints & not to give frag-
ments if struck by a ball.

The other method is similar, onl
earth takes the place of the sun drie
brick at A. In this case the corner
at b will require to be stayed & at b

,."’: an iron clasp will hold the plank to
Y the wall. In action the planking will
= be removed & the earth used to fill

\ sand bags thus.

o

| -
B
-

37. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower, Apr. 4,
1856, to Totten.
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On June 3, 1856, the chief engineer announced that
the secretary of war had approved all the recommendations of the
Pacific board except for the lengthening of the barracks. Further,
he approved De Russy's plan for adding ten, rather than six, guns
to North Battery, along with a hot shot furnace. When completed,
the batteries on Alcatraz would now mount a total of 75 guns.38

13. Third Year of Work
Tower had reason to be rather satisfied with himself
when he prepared his third annual report for the works at Alcatraz
(June 30, 1856).

a. South Battery

The caponier had been built to the coping, its
terreplein (roof) paved, its banquette furred, its gun casemate
finished, and the eight 24-pounder flank howitzers mounted. The
magazine under the gun room had been floored, furred, ceiled, and
finished ready for the powder. The area wall at the entrance to
the magazine had been topped and coped. At the battery, five
additional circular containing walls had been built, the platforms
laid, and the guns mounted. A wing wall to the edge of the bank
on the right face of this battery and the prolongation of the scarp
of the left face to the Three-Gun Battery had been completed
except for the coping. The coping for both the scarp wall and the
caponier was dressed and ready to be set. All told, six 10-inch
and nineteen 8-inch columbiads and eight 24-pounder howitzers were
mounted in South Battery (22 pieces).

b. North Battery
The terreplein of North Battery had been
widened and the breast-height wall built. The parapet had been

38. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 25,
Capt. H. G. Wright, OCE, June 3, 1856, to Tower.
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filled in, 21 circular retaining walls constructed, their platforms
laid, and the guns mounted. Excavations for the caponier had been
finished, and the brick and concrete caponier built to the coping.
Its gun casemate was finished except for building the drawbridge
and mounting the seven howitzers. The framework of the magazine
floor and furring was set up; and the lining, doors, and windows
were ready as soon as the walls were dry. One set of stone steps
down to the magazine entrance had been laid. A new roadway from
about the guardhouse to the terreplein of the battery had been
opened (on a higher elevation than the former ditch, or road, that
had been used until now). Even the hecessary excavations for the
scarp for the ten additional guns authorized in June had been
completed and the scarp wall foundations laid.

c. West Battery
Excavation for the scarp of this 16-gun battery

had commenced.

The completion of about three-fourths of the shore-
line escarpment between the wharf and the southeast end of the
island had also been accomplished that year. Some minor repairs
had been made to the wharf due to worm (teredo) damage. With all
things considered, it had been quite a good year. Forty-three
permanently mounted pieces guarded San Francisco Bay, the only
permanent works yet completed.39

C. Lieutenant Prime Takes Charge
1. Four Batteries and a Guardhouse
Congress appropriated another $200,000 for Alcatraz
Island for fiscal year 1857. Tower planned to complete the three

39. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Tower,
Sept. 19, 1956, to Totten.
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extant batteries, by adding such details as the coping, and to
construct the new works--West Battery and the right face of North
Battery. But he was not destined to remain in charge of Alcatraz's
works. In January of 1857, the post surgeon at the Presidio certi-
fied that Colonel De Russy had a serious disease of the lungs and
should be transferred from the West Coast as soon as possible. De
Russy sailed in March for Fort Delaware. Tower succeeded him as
engineer in charge of the fort at Fort Point and as senior engineer
for the Pacific Coast. Now Lt. Frederick Prime rose from the
obscurity of Tower's shadow to take charge at Alcatraz. But Prime
did not assume his new office immediately; he was enjoying a
three-months leave of absence in Hawaii.40

In the autumn of 1856, Tower had forwarded to the chief
of engineers three sheets of detailed cross-sections and elevations
of the South and North caponiers and North Battery. Although the
South Caponier was constructed of stone and North Caponier of
brick and concrete (on a stone foundation), the two were quite
similar in plan. Among the minor differences were the thicker walls
of the North Caponier, part of which stand today. Again, there
appeared excellent profiles of that part of North Battery's scarp
that still exists. The engineers never did state what kind of stone
they used for coping; but the records do contain a request from
Lieutenant Prime to visit "Mr. Andrew's quarry near Benicia for the
purpose of ascertaining the possibility of his fulfilling an agreement

40. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 25,
Wright, Aug. 20, 1856, to De Russy, vol. 26, Totten, Feb. 4 and
5, 1857, to De Russy, Tower, and Prime; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters
Received 1838-1866, De Russy, Jan. 4, 1857, to Totten, and Prime,
Feb. 18, 1857, to Totten. Fort Point's appropriation for this fiscal
year was $350,000.
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entered into with Maj. Tower to supply the coping for the North

Battery scarp and caponniere."41
In his first annual report on the operations at Alca-

traz in September 1857, Prime wrote:
a. South Battery

The breast-height wall, 18 inches high and 8
inches thick, was completed. The parapet had been filled with
earth and sodded. The entire length of the scarp wall and the
caponier had been topped with coping. The superior crest of the
caponier was paved with brick from the back of the coping to the
interior crest. The drawbridge to the gun room in the caponier
had been emplaced, and the iron traverse circles for the howitzers
had been laid. The Ordnance Department had stored 1,000 barrels
of powder in the magazine. The area in front of the foot of the
scarp wall of the South Battery had been leveled to a width of 6 to
7 feet, and the forward (superior) slope in front of this level was
left at a ratio of one on two.

b. Three-Gun Battery

Much of the same work had been accomplished
here as for South Battery. Also, the terreplein had been exca-
vated from the rock to its full width.

Prime recorded the work yet to be done for
both batteries: placing the machinery for the caponier drawbridge

(not shown on the plans for either the North or the South
Caponier); replacing the original wooden gun platforms with stone

ones, per recent instructions from the chief engineer; constructing
a small service magazine for the Three-Gun Battery; sowing grass
seed on newly excavated areas; and building a concrete slope 2 feet
wide and 6 inches deep at the foot of the scarp walls in order to
throw rainwater away from the foundations.

41. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Prime, Apr. 17,
1857, to Totten; NA, Cartographic Div., RG 77, Fortifications File,
Drawer 95-17, 18, and 19, Tower, "Cross Section and Elevation of
South Caponniere," "North Battery," Sheets 1 and 2, all dated
Sept. 30, 1856.
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c. North Battery (including new right face)

The scarp wall of the additional ten-gun section
was finished and ready for its coping, and the breast-height wall
stood almost completed. The second pair of steps down to the
caponier magazine had been emplaced, and the adjacent area wall
had been completed. The wooden lining of the magazine was fin-
ished and covered with two coats of paint. The iron traverse
circles in the gun room were in place, and the drawbridge was
hung. In order to make the parapet steeper, as directed by the
chief engineer, the scarp wall had been lowered from its original
height by "l4 in or 5 courses of brick." The coping for the scarp
had been delivered to the island, and Prime hoped to finish laying
it soon. The terrepleins had been excavated to their full widths,
and their rear banks trimmed.

To complete North Battery and its ten-gun
extension, Prime had to finish the coping, fill the parapet with
earth and sod it, and construct the parapet of the caponier. The
original wooden platforms of North Battery had to be replaced with
stone ones, and the platforms and traverse circles laid for the
additional ten guns. The shot furnace was yet to be built. Prime
also wanted to build a small service magazine here for the additional

guns.
d. West Battery

Work on this battery had proceeded rapidly.

The scarp wall was finished and its coping laid. The breast-height
wall had been carried to its full height, and the terreplein had

been excavated. One 42-pounder pintle stone was already in place.
The magazine site had been excavated and the magazine constructed
to the springing line of its arch. Even work on the shot furnace

had commenced, although its progress was slow due to the high
cost ot tire brick. Prime did not state the kind of construction he

had employed in building the scarp wall for this battery, but one of
his successors described it as having a sandstone facing, concrete

backing, and a Chinese granite coping. Its height varied from 2 to
16 feet, according to the contours of the natural rock. Prime

believed that a communication connecting West and South batteries
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should be built. He recommended that it be 6 feet wide and
covered, i.e., protected from the waterside, by a breast-height

wall and parapet.
e. Guardhouse

The stout wall from North Battery to the guard-
house had been completed. It measured 394 feet in length, almost
22 feet in height on its waterside, and 4 feet in thickness. Two
drains had been carried through it to carry water off the road
behind. The site of the guardhouse and its ditch had been fully
excavated, and the counterscarp (outside wall of the ditch or moat)
had been built of stone from Alcatraz. The walls of the guardhouse
had been built up to the level of the sally port entrance. Prime,
for once, was specific on materials. He said the lower story of the
guardhouse was being constructed of blue sandstone and Chinese
granite. The upper part was to be of brick. The sills of the two
gateways had been laid, and part of the entranceway (sally port)
had been paved with granite. The brick walls of the gun room on
the waterside already stood 9 feet above the roadway. In this
room the two stone traverse circles and the brick pavement had
been laid. Prime said that the embrasures for the howitzers were
of the newest model, but that the room would be very much
cramped with its two weapons. Finally, excavation for the revet-
ment wall on the inside of the road from the guardhouse to the
wharf area had commenced. Prime was concerned about the deter-

ioration of the main wharf. While he did not give particulars,
probably the teredo was doing its damage. He expressed hope for

a permanent wharf on iron pilings.

42. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Prime, July 5,
and Sept. 18, 1857, to Totten, and Lt. George H. Elliot, June 13,
1863, to Totten. In his progress report for June 1857 Prime gave
an accounting of his work force:

1 master mason & overseer 1 seaman

11 masons 101 laborers

4 stone cutters 1 clerk

3 carpenters 2 suboverseers

2 blacksmiths 1 office attendant

1 captain of sloop
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2. The Citadel

The great desire to have permanent works construc-
ted on Alcatraz had pushed the planning of the defensive barracks
far into the background. Now in 1856-1857, since the pressure to
have armament had eased somewhat, correspondence concernin'g the
barracks increased. In 1856, the chief engineer disapproved
Tower's earlier idea of increasing the length of the barracks.
However, he approved the substitution of a wooden (southern pine)
second floor in place of brick. Also, he agreed that bedrooms and
squad rooms should have furring to reduce dampness. Planning
called for iron beams to support the heavy roof, and to assist the
San Francisco engineers, Totten sent a sketch showing a "section of
a wrought iron beam proposed by Major [P. G. T.] Beauregard for
the 2d floor of the Tower at Proctors Landing, Louisiana."

Ideas continued to flow from Totten's fertile mind.
He thought the building should have a cellar with a wvertically
walled dry moat around it. The kitchens, storerooms, and a few
"dark" cells would occupy this basement. The chief engineer even

.drew a diagram of how the kitchen plumbing should be put in. The
officers' portion of the building was to be arranged with flexibility

in mind so as to accommodate either officers with families or
bachelor officers, or both. Space should be set aside for company
laundresses, those perennial appendages to a garrison. The bar-
racks proper should be of sufficient size to accommodate one peace-
time company. If war came, a second company could be squeezed
in without undue hardship. Also, rooms for sergeants should be
provided. Adjacent to the barracks, brick underground cisterns
would hold an adequate amount of freshwater for a garrison under
siege. Totten went on in great detail about how to lay the floors,
ways to ensure adequate ventilation, and the respective values of

cast and wrought iron.
Before Tower transferred to Fort Point, he sent

Totten a revised plan for the defensive barracks showing the mod-
ifications suggested by both himself and the chief engineer. Tower
still believed the officers should have separate quarters and they
"should not be housed with their families within the thick walls &
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badly lighted rooms of a keep." In addition to the underground
cisterns he recommended that up to four wooden cisterns lined with
lead be placed on the roof. Tower included quarters for the
laundresses on the plan but personally believed these "camp women"
should be housed away from the barracks. While his drawing called
for cast iron girders on all levels, placed 6 feet apart, he person-
ally preferred wrought-iron I beams, which would have to be pro-

cured in the East.
Totten relented a little concerning the size of the

structure. He directed that its width be increased by 2 feet and
its length by 30 feet. The increased length would provide for 12
additional rooms, all of which would be in the officers' portion of

the building, there being four sets of such quarters. He insisted
there be no door opening into the ditch: "The only outlets from

the building should be over the two drawbridges on the level of the
floor of the main story." All interior stairs should be of iron, with
two flights leading to the roof. To improve lighting, three sky-
lights should be located over the main corridor on the second floor,
and the doors opening on this corridor should have large transom
lights over them. Finally, the concrete roof should be covered with

"asphaltic mastic."
Lieutenant Prime compiled all of these directives and

prepared three sheets of detailed plans and elevations in June 1857.
The basement level contained four officers' kitchens, four officers'
bedrooms, an officers' storeroom, the company kitchen, a bake
room, four storerooms in the enlisted men's section, a light prison,
a light cell, and a dark cell. Located on the main floor were four
officers' dining rooms, four parlors, one servants' room, one com-
pany mess room, one reading room for enlisted men, one company
office, two sergeants' rooms, one laundresses' kitchen, and two
laundresses' bedrooms. The top floor was divided into eight
officers' bedrooms, one servants' room, two enlisted men's dormi-
tories, and two more sergeants' rooms. Built into the counterscarp
on the outside of the ditch were eight small storage rooms for
vegetables, coal, and the like, and a privy for enlisted men. An
infantry parapet surrounded the roof for fighting off attackers.
The windows on the basement and first-floor levels were little more
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than rifle slits (4 inches wide on the exteriors at the basement
level, 12 inches wide on the main level). The outside walls were 3
feet thick and made of common brick, while interior walls measured
from 4 inches to a foot in thickness. The overall dimensions of the
structure were approximately 112 by 52 feet. On two opposite
corners were bastion-like projections (the soldiers would call them
"towers") that measured 19 by 20 feet. Prime estimated the costs
of the structure as follows:

Masonry $52,211
Plastering 2,970
Carpentry , 11,954
Plumbing 2,173
Fireplace grates, ranges, & mantles 1,550
Company oven & cooking apparatus 800
Iron girders & ties 5,711
Painting woodwork 925
Excavation 3,250
Asphalt on roof 2,145
Wrought iron staircases 4,000
Total $87,689%3

One additional letter from the Office of the Chief
Engineer settled most of the details concerning construction of the
barracks. It agreed with a suggestion by Prime that the building
should be located on top of the southeast peak rather than on the
slope of the hill: "Why it was not placed by the Board of En-
gineers on the summit of the Eastern hill, I never understood: and
unless there are good reasons to the contrary the best place would
seem to be the summit occupied by the ‘office.'. . . And I would

43. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 25,
Wright, OCE Iune 3, 1856 to Tower, and Totten, Nov. 27, 1856,
to Tower, and vol. 26 Totten Mar. 26, 1857, to Prime; NA RG
77, OCE, Letters Recelved 1838 1866, Prlme June 19, 1857 to
Totten NA Cartographic Div., RG 77 Fortifications Flle Drawer
95-20 thru 24. Tower "Fortifications Alcatrazes Island . . ."
Feb. 2, 1857, Prime, "Elevation and Cross section of Barracks

. " "Plan of Barracks . . .," and "Main Story," and [Totten],
"Sketch showing Arrangement of Rooms for Defensive Barrack. i
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state as one reason for placing the barrack on the summit, that its
\command over the surface of the island would be extended, and for
another that in connexion [sic] with future buildings on the
western  summit and immediate ridge, perhaps within a common
enclosure; it may form a sort of citadel from which the whole sur-

face of the island and the terrepleins of the batteries would be
controlled."

The chief engineer was concerned that the 12-inch-
wide windows on the main floor would be wide enough to give
passage to a man who could throw a plank or a light ladder across
the ditch to a window sill: "They may be improved however as
follows--which will give more light, and save a great deal of brick
cutting. The sash frame ought to be set up in the furring, and at
a little distance from the inside of the wall, and it should be wider
than the inside of the opening through the wall."

- EEe SR e N g, B SR S
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Inasmuch as Prime had been concerned that the
fireplaces would not give off sufficient heat for windy Alcatraz, he
was now authorized to build flues "into which the pipes of Franklin
stoves may be inserted. These make very neat fire places which
very seldom smoke." One more item, wrote the chief engineer:
"There is no point about which military families make more complaint
than about water closets and such things. I would not, therefore,
avoid the small additional expense of providing them in numbers as
heretofore indicated." Finally, the counterscarp, or area wall,
should be raised to 8 feet above the lower floor, and it should be
paved on top with bricks making a walk 8 feet wide all around.

The barracks was to be a solid, massive, defendable
building that could withstand not only an infantry assault, but most
of the naval armament of the day. When eventually completed it
would dominate Alcatraz's skyline and be widely known as the
Citadel. Prime had already begun procuring brick for its construc-
tion. It was time to go to work.

3. First Fatality

On July 9, 1857, a fatal accident occurred on Alca-
traz, one of the very few to happen during all the years of con-
struction. Three men, excavating the cliff between the wharf and
the guardhouse, were caught in a massive landslide that removed
about 7,000 cubic feet of crumbly rock. Prime had inspected the
area only two hours earlier but had no indication of pending
trouble. William Cutler, a suboverseer, had started walking away

44. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 27,
wright, OCE, July 17, 1857, to Prime. The defensive barracks was
one of unusual design. Built much like a seacoast masonry fort,
complete with bastions, it had not artillery embrasures and was to
be defended solely by small arms.

64



from the site when he heard a rumbling noise. He turned in time
to see the bank fall and a man running from it. The man, James
Shea, escaped but was hurt badly in his right arm, hip, and leg.
Prime ordered the fallen material removed promptly. Underneath,
the workmen found two bodies: Daniel Pewter, 50, from Ireland,
and Jacob Unger, 25, from Germany. Later, evidence was taken by
a coroner and the wverdict returned: "There can be no blame
attached to any parties for the cause of death, "

4. Defensive Wall
A second slide in the same area, without injuries,
caused Totten to write Prime with instructions to change the design
of this wall:

I do not doubt the necessity of increasing the thickness
of the walls facing the embankments, as proposed by you,
beyond what it was designed to give them when the banks
were assumed to be self-sustaining; but I cannot approve
of building them entirely of brick instead of using a large
proportion of concrete which is much cheaper and which
will not be found wanting in tenacity provided the wall
has the requisite stability against overturning. These
walls should therefore be constructed of concrete faced on
the exterior with bricks.

Prime responded by describing that part of the wall which had
already been built. He said that the stone foundation course of the .
wall had been laid and backed with concrete averaging a foot thick.
The stone measured 12 inches in rise. The brickwork had already
been laid for a length of 150 feet and at an average height of
10% feet. The wall was 5 feet thick at the stone work and had a

45. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Prime, July 18,
1857, to Totten, Prime attempted to get Shea admitted to the U.S.
Marine Hospital, San Francisco, but to no avail.
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batter of one-half-inch to the foot. Hereafter, wrote Prime, con-
crete would be used in the wall as Totten had instructed. Despite
the troubles attending its construction, a large portion of this
massive wall still stands, connecting the guardhouse to the case-
mated barracks. Its stone foundation is now buried from sight by
the asphalt-covered roadway that parallels it.46

Illustrative of the tight control that the War Depart-
ment maintained over its officérs in the field are two documents that
came Lieutenant Prime's way in 1857. One of these was an approval
by the secretary of war- himself for $28 worth of purchases that
Prime had made for his office: a calendar, a map of San Francisco,
a city directory, a map of California, a letter rack, and a tin
cashbox. Then, a few weeks later, Totten authorized Prime to sell
the following unserviceable items: 1 anvil, 26 files and rasps, 27
shovels, 5 wheelbarrows, 1 horse, and 2 chairs.47

It was not this ubiquitous oversight of detail that
caused Prime to request a transfer to the East Coast. He had been
at San Francisco for the normal tour of four years and he felt a
need for a change, even though he now had full responsibility for
the works at Alcatraz. He pestered Totten through the summer and
fall of 1857 with his requests and finally received the news that he
would go to Mobile Bay, Alabama, to take charge of the works
there, and a few days later 2d Lt. James Birdseye McPherson, at
'New York, received orders notifying him to leave for San Francisco
to replace Prime at Alcatraz. McPherson arrived in due course,

46. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 27,
Totten, Sept. 4, 1857, to Prime; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Re-
ceived 1838-1866, Prime, Oct. 3, 1857, to Totten.

47. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vols. 27 and
28, Totten, Aug. 15, and Nov. 2, 1857, to Prime.
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~and on December 31, 1857, Prime turned over the charge of the
fortifications on the island.%8

D. James Birdseye McPherson and Alcatraz
1.  McPherson and the Wind
McPherson quickly became acquainted with Alcatraz
by living on the island and going over to San Francisco only on
weekends. At the end of his first month he wrote to a friend in
Wilmington, Delaware, describing his lonely assignment:

Alcatraces Island
San Francisco Harbor Cal.
Feby 4th 1858 :

My dear "Major,"

Perched upon a little rock Island the summit of which is
One hundred and forty feet above the water and while
watching the sun as he dips into the broad Pacific, or
listening to the never ceasing roar of the breakers dash-
ing against the rocks, I often think of my position one
year ago, and instinctively draw a comparison between it

48. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Prime, June 19
and Oct. 3, 1857, and Jan. 2, 1858, to Totten, McPherson, Nov. 4,
1857, to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs.,
vol. 27, Totten, July 15, 1857, to Prime, and vol. 28, Wright, OCE,
Oct. 19, 1857, to Prime. McPherson, born in Ohio, entered West
Point in 1849 at the age of 20. He graduated at the head of his
class. Early in the Civil War Halleck selected him as a colonel aide
de camp. In May 1862 he became a brigadier general of volunteers,
and in October, a major general. He was Grant's chief engineer
on the Mississippi. It was Grant's high opinion of him that won
McPherson these promotions. When Grant went East, McPherson
took command of the Army of the Tennessee. In the Atlanta cam-
paign General McPherson was killed when he ran into a Confederate
skirmish line, July 22, 1864. See Heitman, 1:68]; Amos A. Fries,
"Maj. Gen. James Birdseye McPherson," Professional Memoirs, Corps
of Engineers, United States Army and Engineer Department at Large
7 (May-June 1915):378-82. * ‘
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and my present one--Candor compels me to state that in
everything appertaining to the social amenities of life the
"Pea Patch" [Fort Delaware] is preferable to "Alcatraz"
and were it not, that being here in charge of this work
is very gratifying to my professional pride I should re-
gret the change deeply, as it is all my pride is scarcely
sufficient at times to keep my spirits up--though I am
determined to make the best of the matter, looking for-
ward joyfully to the time when I can return to the
Atlantic States.

I have made but few acquaintances as yet in San Fran-
cisco, though I go over every Saturday evening and re-
main until Monday morning, and frequently at other times
during the week when I get tired of playing the hermit--

Fate or circumstances, or perhaps both combined have
arranged it so that I am doomed to live on Islands, and
though it may sound very poetical in the distance to
speak of the "Gems of the Pacific" and all this manner of
thing, I have not attained that sublime height of senti-
mentality, which places me above the practical unromantic
incidents of every day life, and consequently hear some-
thing besides music in the deep sea's roar, especially as I
get a good wetting about every third time I go over to
Town--San Francisco beats all the cities I have ever been
in, in the way of Drinking Saloons, Billiard Tables, Cigar
Stores and idle men "loafers" genteely dressed, and if
you happen acidentally [sic] to make the acquaintance of
one of them, before you are aware of it, you will be in-
troduced to any number more--for they have the greatest
way of introducing folks I have ever seen--

I often congratulate myself when I am in Town, that I
have a place to flee to, where the air is pure and where
I can avoid meeting people whom I do not care to know--
fg the more of them you know the worse you are
off. . . . :

The old whale boat may have caused the wettings
that McPherson had to endure, but more likely the sloop that

49. William F. Strobridge, ed., "California Letters of Major General
James McPherson, 1858-1860," Ohio History 81(Winter 1972):38.
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Alcatraz had acquired sometime during the past four years was the
culprit. In either case, McPherson acquired permission to purchase
a new "boat" at a maximum cost of $300. This was a rather modest
sum considering that Alcatraz's appropriation for fiscal year 1858
was another $200,000.%C

Before he left Alcatraz, Prime had constructed a
hairpin road to the top of the southeast hill--the same road that
reaches up to the prison building today--and had begun to stack
bricks on the hill for the defensive barracks. Construction of the
barracks, however, would be McPherson's responsibility entirely.
One of the first things he did on taking charge was moving the
office building from the future site of the barracks to the northwest
peak. Later the excavated rock from the barracks site was used as
fill in the saddle between the two hills.”!

McPherson ran head on into the federal patronage
system almost before he got his bags unpacked. One of the first
letters he received from Totten informed him that at the request of
the Honorable Joseph McRibbon, Secretary of War John B. Floyd
had directed the appointment at Alcatraz of Charles Murphy in the
position of master mason or overseer. McPherson reluctantly com-
plied: "I regret exceedingly that it should have been thought

proper . . . to supercede the former overseer Wm H. Pratt, a man
who has been employed on Government Fortifications for the last
nine years . .. [a man of] straight-forward integrity and

50. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 26,
Totten, Mar. 10, 1857, to Prime, and vol. 28, Wright, OCE,
Dec. 9, 1857, to McPherson.

51. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
Feb. 3, 1858, to Lt. Col. Sylvanus Thayer, CE, Boston, Mass.,
acting chief engineer while Totten was on leave.
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zeal. . . . He has been the Master Mason and Overseer on this
Island since the commencement of the works." He gave Murphy a
month's trial, then he reported, no doubt happily: "I became
satisfied that he was not competent for the position . . . and
accordingly discharged him at the end of the month." It was too
late to get Pratt back, and one of McPherson's mechanics found
himself the new acting master mason.52

Alcatraz's columbiads got an opportunity to roar in
April 1858. It was a custom for shore installations to exchange
salutes with visiting foreign warships. When the British corvette
Satellite arrived in San Francisco Harbor on the 19th, McPherson
was chosen to do the honors. No army troops then occupied the
island and the lieutenant did not say whom he used as gun crews:
"Last Saturday I had to awaken the echoes of the Island by return-
ing the salute of the English corvette 'Satellite.' I fired twenty one
guns from 8 inch Columbiads which require something like twelve
pounds of powder for a load, so you can imagine what kind of
report they mack [sic]."

McPherson discovered another kind of roar at Alca-
traz that spring--the wind: "This beats all countries for wind I
ever inhabited--At 10 O'clock A.M., every day the sea breeze
commences and it is no gentle zephyr I can assure you--The dust
flies in every direction. The bay is covered with white caps
making it worse crossing, than the afternoon we went to Salem--I
expect after four years residence here I shall become so much

52. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 28,
Totten, Nov. 24, 1857, to McPherson; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters
Received 1838-1866, McPherson, Jan. 5, 1858, to Totten, and
Feb. 1, 1858, to Thayer.
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disgusted with the wind that I shall fairly hate the sight of any-
thing that goes by the wind--"3

2. State of the Works, June 1858
McPherson's first annual report for Alcatraz was as
impressive as its predecessors.

a. South and Three-Gun Batteries

These batteries stood virtually completed. The
earth in front of the scarp walls had been graded so that it par-
tially masked the masonry. This provided some additional protec-
tion against a cannonade. On the right face of South Battery a
wing wall had been constructed, jutting toward the water. The
slopes in the vicinity of the wing wall were covered with concrete
to make them even more inaccessible. (This wing wall, either as
built in the 1850s or as possibly modified later, still stands.) The
conversion from wooden to stone platforms for the 8-inch columbiads
continued, the iron traverse rings having been laid. McPherson,
too, thought the Three-Gun Battery needed a small service maga-
zine. About all that still remained to do was installing the
machinery for the caponier drawbridge and constructing a surface
drain the whole extent of both batteries.

53. Strobridge, pp. 41-42. Satellite was a screw-corvette, one of
the largest wooden corvettes ever built for the Royal Navy: 1,042
tons, 400 horsepower, 21 guns, and a complement of 206. She
would play a role in the boundary dispute concerning the San Juan
Islands in 1859, and would be a visitor to San Francisco Bay
several more times. See USDI, NPS, DSC, Historic Resource
Study, San Juan Island National Historical Park, Washington, by
Erwin N. Thompson (Denver: National Park Service, DSC%, 1972).
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b. North Battery

While McPherson preferred calling the new right
face Ten-Gun Battery, he nevertheless discussed the entire work as
one entity. During the year, 486 running feet of coping had been
set and backed with concrete. The breast-height walls had been
finished, the parapets filled with earth and sodded, and the terre-
plein partly graded. The masonry parapet of the North Caponier
was finished, the superior slope being paved with brick. The
8-inch columbiad platform on top of the caponier was completed, and
its iron traverse circles put down. The area in front of the maga-
zine door had been paved (with brick?), and a lattice door leading
to the gun room was installed. A good start had been made in
constructing the stone platforms in the new right face of the bat-
tery.

c. West Battery

This battery, too, was nearing completion. All
the stone platforms, traverse circles, and banquettes had been
completed, except putting down the iron traverses. The parapet
had been filled and sodded. Both the shot furnace and the powder
magazine were close to completion. Like Prime, McPherson thought
a wall should connect West and South batteries. It could be built
with recesses for eight additional guns, practically a battery in
itself.

d. Guardhouse

The guardhouse was almost ready for occupa-
tion. The masonry was finished, the coping was set, the terreplein
(roof) was paved with flagging, the gun rooms were paved with
brick, floors were laid in the prison room, and the prison room
windows were ready to put in. A flight of stone steps had been
built from the roadway, back of the guardhouse, curving up to the
road above that led to the defensive barracks. A small retaining
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wall had been built and coped in the rear of these stairs. The
doors to the gun rooms had been hung, and the drawbridge and
heavy doors closing the sally port were made. They would not be
hung until McPherson had hauled the heavy construction material
for the barracks through the sally port. Also to be installed were
an iron ladder and a trap door leading down to the prison room and
the iron traverse circles for the 24-pounders.

e. Defensive Barracks

The excavations for the barracks and the
cistern had been completed. Building of all four main brick walls
had commenced, and some of them were already over 12 feet high.
The partition walls of the basement story had been carried up to
the level of the main floor and the iron girders for this floor had
been set. The brick arches for the basement level had been turned
and "leveled up" with concrete. McPherson estimated that he would
complete the barracks in seven more months at the most.

f. Defensive Walls

The defensive wall from North Battery to the
guardhouse and the wall from there to the wharf were both com-
pleted and ready for coping. The latter wall, where the two fatal-
ities had occurred, stood 21 feet high, and earth had been filled in
behind to within 4% feet from the top. This wall was over 400 feet
long, stretching along the entire area where the casemated barracks
now stand. Some escarping of the cliffs had been carried on dur-
ing the year, mostly at spots on the southwest side of the island.
Once again, minor repairs had to be made to the wharf.

McPherson prepared the usual annual map of the
island depicting the state of the works. It contained a number of
excellent profiles of various parts of the island as well as an eleva-
tion of both walls and the guardhouse on the northeast side of the
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island. Despite the good progress, McPherson complained mildly
that he could have accomplished more had San Francisco not been
deserted by workmen who had rushed to the Frazer River in the
British possessions to partake in the latest gold rush. Regardless,
Alcatraz was beginning to look like a fortified place.54

3. Armament Report, 1858
In July 1858 McPherson prepared a schedule showing
the number of guns on hand and the number yet required for
Alcatraz. A total of 94 positions had been constructed for which 70
guns were already on the island:55

Captain Tower transferred back East in the summer
of 1858, leaving 2d Lt. George Washington Custis Lee, the oldest
son of Lt. Col. Robert E. Lee, in charge of the Fort Point works
until the arrival of Capt. Jeremy F. Gilmer at the end of the year.
By this time the Board of Engineers for the Pacific Coast had
lapsed into inactivity. McPherson and Lee each wrote directly to

54. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
July 3 and Aug. 17, 1858, to Wright, OCE. The guardhouse gun
rooms were actually paved with flagging rather than brick.

55. The north caponier had originally been planned for seven
howitzers; the eighth was apparently decided upon after work
began on the right face. The Three-Gun Battery was now actually
a four-gun battery, but the original name prevailed. NA, RG 77,
OCE, |Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson, July 3, 1858,
"Schedule giving the Total Number of Guns provided for--the
Number on hand, and the Number required at Fort--Alcatraces
Island," and July 17, to Wright, OCE. Once or twice McPherson
referred to the island as Fort Alcatraz. This was never an official
name for Alcatraz. In fact, it never got an official name. The
technically correct name over the years was Post of Alcatraz Island.
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Totten, giving their recommendations and progress reports and
individually receiving his advice and orders.56

4. Alcatraz Described, 1859
Hutchings' California Magazine, that early publication
that featured many of California's wonders, described the fortifica-
tions on Alcatraz in considerable detail in 1859. The article implies
that McPherson gave a personal tour to the reporter:

This island is 140 feet in height above low tide, 450 feet
in width, and 1650 feet in length, somewhat irregular in
shape; and fortified on all sides. The large building on
its summit . . . is a defensive barrack or citadel, three
stories high, and in time of peace will accommodate about
200 men, and in time of war at least three times that num-
ber [an exaggeration]. It is not only a shelter for the
men, and will withstand a respectable cannonade, but
from the top a murderous fire could be poured upon its
assailants at all parts of the island. . . . There is a
belt of fortifications encircling the island, consisting of a
series of Barbette batteries, mounting altogether about 94
guns, 24, 42, 68, and 132 pounders.

The first building that you notice after landing at the
wharf is a massive brick and stone guard house, shot and
shell proof, well protected by a heavy gate and draw-
bridge, and has three embrasures for 24 pound[er] how-
itzers that command the approach from the wharf. The
top of this, like the barracks, is flat, for the use and
protection of riflemen. Other guardhouses of similar con-
struction [the caponiers] are built at different points,
between which there are long lines of parapets suf-
ficiently high to preclude the possibility of an escalade,
and back of which are circular platforms for mounting

°6. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Gilmer,
Dec. 13, 1858, to Thayer; FARC, San Bruno, RG 77, OCE, San
Francisco District Letterbooks, Letters Sent July 1858-Feb. 1861,
Tower, July 31, 1858, to Lee.
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guns of the heaviest caliber, some of which weigh from
9,000 to 10,000 pounds.57

Early in the morning, January 25, 1859, an accident
occurred at Alcatraz that would recur periodically during the next
century. A violent storm sprang up suddenly that drove the
schooner Gertrude onto the rocks between the wharf and Three-Gun
Battery. She was loaded with 500 barrels of cement for
McPherson's works. The lieutenant turned out his work force, who
managed to unload 270 barrels, of which one-quarter were wholly
damaged. Once the cement was taken off, the schooner was so
much lightened that she floated off the rocks. Although several
large holes had been knocked in her bottom and part of the keel
had é);en torn off, other vessels succeeded in towing her to the
city.

During fiscal year 1859 McPherson directed the major
part of the construction effort at the barracks. At the same time
he worked on converting wooden platforms to permanent stone ones.
One great problem he faced was the uneven quality of the iron
traverse circles that the Ordnance Department supplied. Exasper-
ated, he dashed off a brief note to the chief éngineer on the sub-
ject: "The small circles instead of being perfectly true on the top
and 1-3/4" in thickness, are quite uneven and vary from 1-3/4" to
1-5/16" in thickness, so that it is necessary to cut circular grooves

57. R. R. Olmsted, ed., Scenes of Wonder & Curiosity from
Hutchings' California Magazine, 1856-1861r (Berkeley: ~—Howell-North,
1962), p. 8.

°8. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
Feb. 4, 1859, to De Russy, OCE.
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of irregular depths [in the stone], or file down the irons, in order
to make the difference of level between the upper surfaces of the
outer and inner circles precisely 6 inches and allow the wheels of
chassis to rest on the outer circle, while the middle transom rests
on the inner." It is doubtful if McPherson received any outside
relief for his problem.59

5. Citadel and Guardhouse
The lieutenant's annual report of operations for
1858-1859 filled 12 pages with minute detail. Because the basement
story of the Citadel still exists, his description of the building's
construction is quoted here in detail, likewise his description of the
still-standing guardhouse:

Defensive Barracks

The walls have been carried up from . . . above the
basement floor to reference (43' 4-1/2"), the height of the
interior crest of the parapet. 45 cast iron girders set
and the brick arches turned and leveled up with concrete
to receive the flooring strips--15,037 of sup. feet of 1-1/4"
Georgia Pine flooring laid, the exterior walls and ceilings
furred, partitions set up and lathed ready for plastering,
and the ? put on.

All the iron shutters for the windows have been made and
hung, frames set up, and sash put in. The heavy Oak
doors for the exterior and all the doors & door frames for
the interior have been got out ready to put up as soon as
the plastering is finished. All the slop sinks, kitchen
sinks, etc. in the basement, and nine water closets in the
officers quarters, with the water tanks, traps, pipes etc
have been arranged, and three force pumps to supply the
tanks with water set up.

59. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
Sept. 4, 1858, to Wright, OCE.
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The main stairs in the hall leading from the basement to
the roof (all iron in the soldiers barracks, and iron frame
with wooden treads and risers in the Officers Quarters)
have been finished, together with the private stairs lead-
ing from the basement to the 2d story in the small halls
at the end of the officers quarters. The large sky-lights
over the stairs and the small one for lighting the hall are
well advanced and will be ready to put in in a few days.
The parapet and terre-plein have been finished, requiring
42]' 8" running feet of granite coping in the former and
5,599 sup. feet of asphaltic roofing to cover the latter.
The area wall has been built to within 8" of its full
height, the store-rooms and men's privy in rear wall built
and arched over with brick, the roof surface being
covered with asphalt. The bottom of the ditch paved, the
cistern completed, except plastering the walls with hy-
draulic mortar, and an elliptical brick sewer opening . . .
20" x 30," constructed from the Barracks down the slope
of the hill to the edge of bluff (reference 35') near the
N.W. extremity of the S. battery, whence it will be car-
ried to low water as soon as the summer winds abate . . .
[this sewer is shown on a map of that period].

Guard House and Defensive Walls

The heavy Oak doors closing the sally-port have
been hung, the casemates finished, the iron traverse
circles put down, and 3 24 Pdr flank Howitzers
mounted [in fact, they were not mounted]. The iron
ladder and trap door leading from the Casemate to
the prison room have been made and put in place,
392 running feet of Sand Stone coping has been set
in that portion of the Defensive Wall between the 10
Gun [North] battery and the Guard House and 372
running feet of Granite Coping on that portion be-
tween the Gd. House and the wharf, and the whole
of it backed with brick masonry. A concrete slope
16" wide and 4" thick has been formed in advance of
the latter portion to throw the water from the foun-
dation. The bank in rear has been graded and the
earth filled in behind the wall to within 4' 3" of the
top, the banquette arranged and sodded and an open
concrete drain formed. The bank on the left of the
sally-port as you enter, between the different levels
of the road leading to the S. Battery, has been cut
down to a slope of about 45° and sodded, which
makes a good finish.

79



Other accomplishments that year included putting in
the machinery (less the weights) for the drawbridges at both the
North and South caponiers; cutting stone steps to lead from the
barracks counterscarp wall to the bottom of the moat; conversion of
a number of wooden gun platforms to stone ones (McPherson was in
no great hurry on this, the wooden platforms still being sound);
mounting of four 42-pounders on the right face of North Battery
and eight on West Battery; mounting of the two 8-inch columbiads
on top of the caponiers; covering the roof of West Battery's maga-
zine with earth and sodding it; escarping a portion of the cliff
between the wharf and Three-Gun Battery; and repairing the
temporary wharf.60

6. Social Whirl

McPherson's days witnessed a fair share of social
activities as well as work. When the Sixth Infantry Regiment
arrived from the East, McPherson found several familiar faces from
his West Point class. The reunion with old friends heightened his
morale. In August 1858 he wrote that in a few weeks he would
move from Alcatraz to the city. Meanwhile, he savoured the fruits
of the country: "According to your taste you can get strawber-
ries, raspberries, grapes, peaches, Pears, Apples, & melons, all
the growth of this state, and the Peaches & grapes are very fine."
New Year's 1859 brought a whirlwind of parties and balls: "Know-
ing that you [his friend Stotsenberg] are interested in the Ladies I
must tell you that the hauties [smart set] of San Francisco were
there, admired with more, than the Queen of Sheba, when she made
her appearance at the Court of Solomon--am I right--ever desirous
of--Silks & Satins, laces and head dresses, gas-light and diamonds,

60. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
Aug. 2, 1859, to De Russy.
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all tended to produce a most dazzling effect, from which I am happy
to say I suffered no serious inconveniences."61

7. Troops Arrive on Alcatraz

Despite the advanced state of the works as originally
conceived; McPherson estimated that he needed $100,000 in addi-
tional appropriations to complete the fortifications. Of course, two
or three new projects had come to mind, such as a permanent
wharf, a fortified storehouse, and the recessed wall running from
West to South batteries. But Congress felt differently. Alcatraz's
appropriation for fiscal year 1860 was a drastic cutback, amounting
only to $30,000.52

McPherson did not have to debate for long about
where to spend the money. Col. Newman S. Clarke, a hero of Vera
Cruz and now commanding the Department of California with his
headquarters at San Francisco, applied to the War Department for
the authority to occupy the barracks on Alcatraz in the summer of
1859. McPherson learned of this in early September and promptly
directed his resources to the barracks. Brick masons paved the
moat. Plasterers finished their work. Carpenters installed the
dumb waiters and the skylights. At the end of November,
McPherson declared the barracks ready for occupation. He did not
have enough funds to furnish cooking ranges, but he presumed the
department quartermaster would supply them.

61. Strobridge, pp. 43-44.
62. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,

Nov. 17, 1858, to Wright, OCE; NA, RG 77, Letters to Officers of
Engrs., vol. 30, De Russy, Mar. 18, 1859, to McPherson.
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On December 1, 1859, a board of officers, headed by
Lt. Col. Thomas Swords and accompanied by McPherson, inspected
the barracks and found it to be built in the most substantial man-
ner: "The interior arrangements are admirably adapted to wants
and convenience of occupants, and the buildings, as a whole reflect
great credit upon the Engineer Officers under whose charge they
have been erected."63

On December 30, 1859, Capt. Joseph Stewart, with
Company H, Third Artillery, occupied Alcatraz, beginning 77 years
of military administration. McPherson, having only $328.28 left in
the appropriation, dismissed the last of his work force, had the
engineer sloop tied up in Benicia, and prepared to turn over offici-
ally the ordnance and the ordnance stores to Stewart. Much of his
time in early 1860 he would devote to a survey at Lime Point and
other tasks. Occassionally, he would have to send a carpenter or a
plumber out to the island to make minor repairs or adjustments. In
the spring of 1860 he would prepare detailed drawings of the maga-
zine in West Battery, the chief engineer having discovered none in
his files.%4

63. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 30,
Wright, Aug. 23, 1859, to McPherson; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters
Received 1838-1866, McPherson, Aug. 2 and Dec. 2 and 16, 1859,
to De Russy.

64. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
Jan. 3, Mar. 2, and July 3, 1860; Letters to Officers of Engrs.,
vol. 31, De Russy, May 30, 1860, to McPherson; Microcopy 617,
Roll 14, Returns from U.S. Military Posts, 1800-1916, Alcatraz
Island, December 1859-December 1879, Post Returns for December
1859. The troops occupied Alcatraz per Special Order 142, Head-
quarters, Department of California, Dec. 27, 1859.
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8. Totten Inspects

Entirely by coincidence, but quite appropriately,
Colonel Totten himself paid a visit to San Francisco Bay just at the
time that McPherson finished construction on Alcatraz. In July
1859, Brig. Gen. William S. Harney, commanding the Department of
Oregon, precipitated an international crisis in the Pacific Northwest
by arbitrarily dispatching troops to occupy disputed San Juan
Island. A formidable British naval force dropped anchor off the
island and tension mounted. When news of Harney's capricious
behavior reached the nation's capital, President Buchanan dis-
patched the commander in chief of the army, Maj. Gen. Winfield
Scott, to the Pacific Coast to calm the diplomatic waters. Colonel
Totten also traveled to the West Coast, separately from the general,
but to be of assistance to him, if needed, in Washington Territory,
and to inspect Lime Point with the general at the Golden Gate.

Totten missed Scott at San Francisco, but he took
the opportunity of his first and only visit to inspect the works at
Alcatraz most thoroughly. In general, Totten approved of what he
saw: "Its batteries, already completed in a very perfect manner,
to the extent of 75 guns of heaviest calibre, will have a powerful
effect upon any vessels. . . ." But he thought the fortifications
should be enlarged: "The guns should be increased in number at
this position, until all the contour of the island that looks towards
the entrance, and towards Angel Island, shall be occupied making
an addition to its armament of some 25 or 30 guns." Later, back in
Washington, Totten sent a detailed list of minor criticisms along
with $500 from Contingencies of Fortifications to allow McPherson to
make corrections. These defects included such things as a loose
pintle or two, improper covers on ventilators, some leaks in the
caponiers and the guardhouse, and the absence of weights on the
drawbridges. Totten was concerned about the steep, rocky slopes
behind the batteries. To prevent enemy fire from splintering this
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rock, he recommended planking the slopes with heavy timber. He
also instructed McPherson to brick up the shot furnaces' openings
to protect them until needed in wartime. Other criticisms were his
observations that the stonework had "rather an unnecessary degree
of fineness" about it and that the brick pavement on top of the gun
platforms should not have been substituted for the concrete di-
rected in the drawings. All told, McPherson must have felt good
that his work fared this well from the critical eye of the Chief
Engineer.65

McPherson's annual report of operations for 1859-1860
was necessarily short, nearly all of it dealing with the barracks.
One item of particular interest was his account of having built a
brick sustaining wall against the cliff at the northeast end of the
Citadel and installing a flight of 33 granite steps from the road up
the side of this brick wall to the main entrance of the barracks.
This handsome flight of steps still exists in this area, along with
the wall. %0

9. Appropriations Reduced, 1860
Back in July 1859, McPherson had made an estimate
of funds needed in fiscal year 1861 for the engineer operations at
Alcatraz. In addition to the older projects not yet underway, such
as a permanent wharf, he added the concept of a ten-gun battery
to be constructed on the southwest side of the island, between
North and West batteries. This would be in keeping with Totten's

65. NA, RG 77, OCE, Official Papers, vols. 8 and 9, Totten's
Correspondence 1860-1861, Totten, Nov. 9, 1859, to Sect. of War
John B. Floyd; NA, RG 77, OCE, Land Papers, Totten, Mar. 6,
1860, to Floyd, and Wright, May 2, 1860, to McPherson.

66. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
July 31, 1860, to De Russy.

84



later observation that the fortifications should be enlarged.
McPherson's estimate for the new fiscal year amounted to a total of
$132,000. One has to imagine his chagrin when Alcatraz's appro-
priation for that year was announced as being $25,000. He pro-
posed spending that small sum as follows:

Defensive barracks, including iron fence around

counterscarp $ 2,000
Weights for drawbridges 325
Fort keeper's wages and forage for animals 3,000
Office in San Francisco and employee wages 5,560
Permanent storehouse 7,000
Service magazine, left face, North Battery 6,000
General repairs to wharf, etc. 1,115

$25,00057

10. A New Battery

About the time the lieutenant got some of these
projects underway, he received from the chief engineer an elaborate
set of drawings and instructions for a new battery to be located
between North and West batteries. He was instructed to drop
everything and to devote most of the $25,000 to this work. Instead
of having ten guns, as McPherson had recommended, the new
battery was to be a complicated affair having 18 guns, 2 large
magazines, and 12 small service magazines at the guns for storing
loaded shells. Starting at the northwest end of West Battery the
first six guns were to be arranged like a gigantic staircase, be-
cause of the rapidly rising ground. At the rear of these emplace-
ments a ramp would connect West Battery to the top of the hill.
One of the large magazines was to be located near the bottom and

67. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
July 18 and 28, 1860, to De Russy; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to
Officers of Engrs., wvol. 31, De Russy, June 28, 1860, to
McPherson.
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the other at the top of this slope, the later magazine serving as a
large traverse between these six and -the rest of the guns. Be-
tween this traverse and North Battery was to be a "straight-face"
battery of 12 guns with its crest at an elevation of 132 feet, or
near to the height of the northwest hill, which it would be built
against. The chief engineer ordered work to begin first on the
12-gun portion of the work.68

McPherson immediately reorganized his priorities.
By September 1860, his men were already excavating for the 12
guns. Before October ended, masons had begun work on the brick
breast-height wall and on the foundations for columbiad platforms.
The terreplein was more than half excavated by the last of Novem-
ber. The engineer's progress report for January 1861 stated that
the breast-height wall and the brick retaining circles for the plat-
forms were completed and the parapet shaped and ready for sod-
ding. During January McPherson learned that the U.S. Treasury
could not send any additional funds. He called the workmen to-
gether "and explained the matter to them . . . finishing by telling
them if they were willing to continue work and take the chance of
being obliged to wait sometime for their pay, I should be pleased to
have them do so." All the men agreed to remain. However, a few
days later McPherson reconsidered this arrangement and decided to
close down the work.

11. Civil War Stops the Work
Meanwhile, the great crisis in the East was rushing
toward a climax and only days away the Confederate States of

68. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 31,
Wright, Aug. 17, 1860, to McPherson; NA, Cartographic Div., RG
77, Fortifications File, Drawer 95-35, plan, "Alcatraces Island,
Projected Extension North-westward of the West 8-Columbiad Bat-
tery," approved July 24, 1860.
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America would be formed. Even as McPherson suspended operations
a letter was on its way to him from Totten: "Under instructions
from the Secretary of War I have to direct that all operations of
construction upon the works under your charge be at once discon-
tinued and that no further liabilities be contracted except for
objects- necessary for the preservation of the government property
at said works, such as Fort Keepers etc." Upon receipt of this
order, McPherson had the government sloop Brady painted and laid
up in San Francisco and the small boats safely stored on Alcatraz,
and he discharged the boat crews.69

In February 1861, the department commander ordered
10,000 muskets, model 1855, their accoutrements, a supply of per-
cussion caps, and 150,000 cartridges with elongated balls moved
from Benicia Arsenal to Alcatraz for better safekeeping against any
secessionists' raids. The arrival of the weapons caused McPherson
to inform the chief engineer of the now-urgent need for a per-
manent storehouse. For lack of proper space the muskets had to
be stacked in the officers' quarters in the Citadel, "filling the Hall
and all the rooms except those in the Basement, and five rooms on
the main ﬂoor."70

69. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
Sept. 30, Oct. 3, and Dec 4, 1860, and Feb. 5 and Mar. 4, 1861,
to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 32,
Totten, Jan. 14, 1861, to McPherson. McPherson later received
$5,000 to pay the workmen's back wages and other expenses.

70. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
Apr. 16, 1861, to Totten. Two letters written by W. W. Mackall,
AAG, Dept. of Pacific Feb. 17, 1861, contain contradictory figures
about the number of cartridges moved to Alcatraz. A letter in the
National Archives gives the figure 150,000, while a second letter,
published in a U.S. Army document, states that only 15,000 car-
tridges were sent. See NA, RG 393, U.S. Continental Commands,
Dept. of the Pac., Letters Sent 1848-1866, vol. 10, Mackall,
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In April and May 1861, the garrison on Alcatraz
increased by the arrival of a detachment of engineer troops, re-
cruits for the First Dragoons, and three additional artillery com-
panies, bringing the total strength to 8 officers and 361 enlisted
men. The number of pieces of heavy artillery on the island
amounted to 86, still the only permanently mounted guns in San
Francisco Bay. A young lieutenant, Edward Porter Alexander, who
had arrived with the engineer detachment, was relieved of troop
duty and assigned to McPherson as his assistant. McPherson had
hoped to command the detachment of engineers also and to employ
the men on the works. However, the department commander in- -
sisted that these men were a part of the military force on the
island, and they came under the command of Captain Stewart.71

Ordinarily, the construction and maintenance of
quarters was a concern of the Quartermaster Department, not the
Engineer Department; but McPherson willingly assisted the post
commander in finding space for these additional troops. He turned
over his mechanics' barracks to the engineer detachment and he
prepared plans and estimates for a new temporary frame barracks
that would accommodate two companies of artillery. This 82- by

Feb. 17,]1861, tof Lﬁ. J. le(l:Allister, Ordnzimce, Bfnitclzlia; %JS1
Congress], War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Officia

Records of Union and Confederate Armies, vols. (Washington,
1890-1901), vol. 50, pt. T, pp. 444-45.

71: NA, Microcopy 617, Roll 14, Post Returns, Alcatraz, April and
May 1861; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 32,
Totten, Mar. 7, 1861, to Lt. E. P. Alexander, Fort Steilacoom,
WT.; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
May 4, 1861, to Totten. Edward Porter Alexander, born in
Georgia, graduated from the Military Academy in 1857, third in his
class. He resigned from U.S. Army on May 1, 1861. He then
became a brigadier general in the Confederate Army. Heitman,
1:156.
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40-foot building would be located in the rear of the right face of
South Battery, just below the mechanics! barracks.72

In his annual report for 1860-1861, McPherson noted
that he had corrected most of the deficiencies that Totten had
observed, including, finally, putting the three drawbridges into
working order. He mentioned that the parade ground was then
located on the northwest side of the defensive barracks--the area
that had been filled in with material excavated for the Citadel. As
for the new 12-gun battery, the breast-height walls and the six
small shell rooms were completed--except for hanging the doors.
He had finished the brick retaining circles for permanent platforms
and had eight sets of traverse stones dressed and ready to set.
The parapet had been filled with earth brought from the Presidio
and was sodded. But his pride and joy was the new $55 flagstaff
that he had installed on top of the south tower of the defensive
barracks. The flag would wave from this lofty perch for many
years to come.73

12.  McPherson Goes to War

McPherson's estimates for fiscal year 1862 (prepared
long before the Civil War started) again called for over $100,000 to
complete the works. Congress made the appropriation for Alcatraz
in March 186l--another $25,000. The lieutenant decided that with
this small sum he could complete the new 12-gun battery and the
large magazine at its south end, and make a beginning on the six
descending positions that would connect it to West Battery. He also

72. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838- 1866, McPherson,
May 4, 1861 to Totten.

73. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
July 26, 1861, to Totten
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thought he could fund the construction of a defensive storehouse on
top of the wall behind the wharf.

When news of the surrender of Fort Sumter reached
the West Coast, McPherson, like the vast majority of people in San
Francisco, strongly supported the Union. But three of his fellow
engineer officers in the Bay Area, Gilmer, Lee, and Alexander,
resigned their commissions, all three later becoming generals in the
Confederate army. James Birdseye McPherson, in contrast with
them, wrote Washington volunteering his services and describing
the local mood:

The intelligence that the "Confederate States" have com-
menced hostilities against the General Government, and
threatened to sieze the Federal Capital, has arroused
[sic] a feeling of Patriotism in the breast of every true
and loyal citizen. The Union element of this state, irre-
spective of party, has come out in the most decided man-
ner . . . and today there is one of the grandest and
most enthusiastic "Union Demonstrations" in this city that
I have ever witnessed. S0 that I think there is no danger
to be apprehended on this coast. . .

I wish you, and also the Department to understand that I
am reaciy & anxious to go wherever I can be of the most
service. 75

74. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
July 27, 1860, to De Russy, and Apr. 16, 1861, to Totten; NA, RG
77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 32, Totten, Mar. 9,
1861, to McPherson.

75. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
May 11, 1861, to Wright. Kinnard, p. 231, agrees that an over-
whelming percentage of Californians supported the Union. He
suggests that the Republicans exaggerated reports about the num-
ber of Southerners living on the Pacific Coast so that they could
give credit to Thomas Star King and Edward Dickinson Baker for
saving California for the Union. That there were some secessionists
in San Francisco will be noted in a later chapter.
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Lieutenant McPherson left California on August 1,
destined for fame and death. Replacing him in charge at Alcatraz,
as well as Fort Point, was Ist Lt. George Henry Elliot. Colonel De
Russy returned to California in December 1861 and assumed control
over both Fort Point and Alcatraz Island, leaving Elliot in immediate
charge of the works, but as his assistant. In March 1862 Elliot was
freed from the aged De Russy's supervision and from then on
reported directly to Totten.76

E. Civil War, Lieutenant Elliot, and Alcatraz
1. Alcatraz's Armament
In the autumn of 1861 Elliot wrote Totten expressing
his concern about the possibility of a foreign power, particularly
Great Britain, going to war with the United States and attacking
Pacific Coast ports:

Should there be a danger of war with a foreign power (of
which, it seems to us, here, there is a possibility) I con-
ceive it to be absolutely necessary, that not only the for-
tifications in this harbor, but those for the defence of
Puget Sound and the Columbia River, should be con-
structed without delay. . . .

. . . The British have recently strongly increased their
naval forces at Vancouver's Island, and I have heard
within a few days that an additional regiment has been
ordered from China for the re-enforcement of the land
forces there.77

76. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, McPherson,
Aug. 30, 1861, to Totten, De Russy, Dec. 6, 1861, to Totten, and
Elliot, Mar. 31, 1862, to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to
Officers of Engrs., vol. 33, Totten, Jan. 27, 1862, to De Russy.
George Henry Elliot was a native of Massachusetts. He graduated
from West Point in 1855, fourth in his class. He spent the Civil
War on the Pacific Coast, thus missing the opportunity of fast
promotions on the battlefield. He retired in 1895 with the rank of
colonel and died in 1900. Heitman, 1:104.

77. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Elliot, Sept. 12,
1861, to Totten.

91



At this same time, Totten requested status of the
armament at Alcatraz, not because of a particular concern over
British naval power, but as an updating of all coastal fortifications.
Elliot responded stating that the island then had 77 guns mounted,
3 additional guns with carriages and 2 mortars with beds ready to
be mounted, and 6 more guns still without carriages, for a total of
86 guns and 2 mortars. This total probably included an 8-inch
columbiad in North Battery that had burst a few days earlier dur-
ing practice firing, the iron fragments damaging the columbiad next
to it. A summary of Elliot's report follows:

Mounted
North Battery 4 42-pounders, barbette, on right of caponier
7 8-inch columbiads, barbette on left of caponier
2 10-inch columbiads, barbette, on left of caponier
8
1

1

24-pounder flank howitzers in caponier
8-inch columbiad on terreplein of caponier

Three-Gun Battery
(now called Southeast Battery)
3 8-inch columbiads, barbette

South Battery 8-inch columbiads, barbette, on left of caponier
10-inch columbiads, barbette, on left of caponier
8-inch columbiads, barbette, on right of caponier

7
2
9
4 10-inch columbiads, barbette, on right of caponier
8
1
8
1

24-pounder flank howitzers in caponier

8-inch columbiad on terreplein of caponier
West Battery 42-pounders, barbette
8-inch columbiad, barbette
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On top of island, 2 24-pounder siege guns south of defensive
barracks

Unmounted, but with carriages

3 24-pounder flank howitzers, for guardhouse
2 10-inch iron mortars, first mention

Guns without carriages
6 8-inch iron guns, navy

Carriages without guns

5 42-pounder barbette carriages

Gun centers and circles ready for armament

6 columbiad platforms, North Battery (inches not
stated)

2 8-inch columbiad platforms, North Battery

1 columbiad platforms, Southeast Battery

7 columbiad platforms, West Battery78

Although Alcatraz had an appropriation of $25,000
for this fiscal year, 1862, the chief engineer had withheld most of it
for the time being. He had done the same with an additional
$25,000 that Congress had appropriated for the island in July 186l.

78. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 32,
Totten, Sept. 9, 1861, to Elliot; Letters Received 1838-1866, Elliot,
Oct. 14, 1861, to Totten. In 1976, rangers on Alcatraz discovered
a burst gun tube at the base of a cliff near the northwest end of
the island.
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Finally, in February 1862, Totten advised Elliot to resume the
operations "which have been suspended for some time." In this
letter he said that changes were required for mounting guns be-
cause of the adoption of wrought-iron carriages for all barbette
guns, most of which were to be mounted on a front pintle rather
than the center pintle (complete circle) as had hitherto been
planned for Alcatraz. (Alcatraz's existing guns were mounted on
wooden carriages.) He also stated that four emplacements on Alca-
traz would be changed so as to mount 15-inch guns (Rodmans);
nothing was to be done for now on these big guns because their
platforms were not yet "fully determined on."79

Elliot did not have the opportunity to implement the
instructions contained in this lengthy, detailed letter. Two months
later Totten directed him "to suspend all operations on gun traverse
circles of all kinds until you hear further from this office." Uncer-
tainties as to the dimensions of the new iron carriages had pre-
vented completion of the detailed drawings for the platforms.
Because of this delay, Totten decided that the Alcatraz appro-
priation should now be expended in constructing one of McPherson's
pet projects--a permanent wharf built on iron columns, but of a
smaller size than that planned by McPherson. The chief engineer
also announced that a recent armament board had decided that
Alcatraz's complete armament should be 124 guns and mortars:

4  15-inch guns

85 10-inch guns

12 8-inch guns

15 24-pounder howitzers, casemate
2 13-inch seacoast mortars

79. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 33,
Totten, Feb. 28, 1862, to Elliot.

94



2 10-inch seacoast mortars
2 10-inch siege mortars

_ 2  8-inch siege mortars

12

1Y

He added a postscript saying that if a 13-inch gun then being
tested should prove worthy, it would take the place of the eighty-
five 10-inch guns scheduled. This message brought work on Alca-
traz's fortifications to a complete halt for the remainder of fiscal
year 1862.80

Elliot's annual report of work accomplished during
1861-1862 was, of necessity, the shortest yet in Alcatraz's history:
"Nothing has been done on this Work for want of Funds during the
year, beyond the necessary repairs of Wharf and the cutting of the
Columbiad platform stones for the Extension North Westward of
[West Battery]." However, the lieutenant had several ideas for the
future, some old, some new: complete the above battery; construct
another battery between West and South batteries; build still
another battery of 37 guns on the east side of the island, on either
side of the guardhouse; build a permanent prison in the vicinity of
the guardhouse; construct additional water cisterns, a permanent
storehouse, and a stable; dig a well and supply water by means of
a windmill; and construct an additional permanent two-company
barracks on the northwest hill. Elliot would achieve a few of these
projects.81

80. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 33,
Totten, Apr. 28, 1862, to Elliot. The transcontinental telegraph
ahd been completed Oct. 26, 1861. Round-trip messages that
formerly had taken one month could now be completed in minutes.

8l. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Elliot, Oct. 20,
1862, to Totten.
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2. Batteries Named

Fiscal year 1863 witnessed a climax of Civil War-as-
sociated activities in San Francisco Bay. On Alcatraz, Elliot rushed
forward the completion of the work between West and North batter-
jes and he constructed a new battery between West and South
batteries, in the area where his predecessors had long urged a
parapet with gun recesses connecting the two. Whether a man of
little imagination or for other reasons, Elliot could not come up with
any original names for these new works. His correspondence with
Washington was a confusing jumble of references to the new under-
takings by old terms, mostly "West" and "South," despite the fact
that these were already well established names on the island.
Totten himself appeared to be somewhat bewildered on reading
Elliot's letters. Finally he wrote Elliot requesting him to devise a
system of designations for the various batteries, "their number has
become so considerable that they require to be distinguished by
names."

In later years batteries would be named by the War
Department and announced in general orders. Invariably only the
names of dead military men would be used. But Elliot was not
bound by any traditions in 1863, and he decided to employ the
names of engineer officers "who have been distinguished in the
present war." His system of nomenclature was definitely an im-
provement, although it took time for Elliot himself to remember to
use the new names.

a. Battery Halleck
This battery consisted of all of the right face
and the first 16 positions to the left of the caponier of the former
North Battery. It was named in honor of Henry Wager Halleck, a
member of the first Board of Engineers for the Pacific Coast, now
commander in chief of the army.
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b. Battery Rosecrans
This battery consisted of the five positions on
the extreme left face of the former North Battery. It was named in
honor of the then Maj. Gen. William Starke Rosecrans, Union army.

c. Battery Mansfield
This new 12-gun battery was nearing completion
on the northwest peak of the island. It was named for Maj. Gen.
Joseph King Fenno Mansfield, who had inspected the works on
Alcatraz in the 1850s.

d. Battery Stevens
The new work on this battery consisted of six
positions which were stepped like a staircase immediately to the
northwest of old West Battery. It was probably named for Maj.
Gen. Isaac Ingalls Stevens, formerly an engineer officer and first
governor of Washington Territory; killed in the battle of Chantilly,
Virginia, in 1862.

e. Battery Tower
This battery consisted of both faces of old West
Battery. It was named in honor of Alcatraz's own Zealous Bates
Tower, now a brigadier general in the East.

f.  Battery McPherson
This battery comprised the four new positions
immediately to the southeast of Battery Tower. It was also named
for a former Alcatraz engineer, now Maj. Gen. James Birdseye
McPherson. (Why Elliot decided to split the eight guns of this new
work between Battery McPherson [four] and Battery McClellan
[four] is not at all clear).
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g. Battery McClellan
This battery consisted all of old South Battery
and the adjacent four emplacements of the new work between former
West and South batteries. It was named in honor of Maj. Gen.
George Brinton McClellan, Halleck's predecessor as commander in
chief of the army.

h. Battery Prime
This battery was formerly the old Three-Gun or
Southeast Battery. It was named, of course, for Alcatraz's Lt.
Frederick Edward Prime, now a captain in the East.82

3. Alarms and Scares

Brig. Gen. George Wright, commanding the Depart-
ment of the Pacific, became most concerned about the status of the
defenses of San Francisco Bay in January 1863. The Confederate
cruiser Alabama was wreaking havoc somewhere on the high seas,
perhaps even then sailing toward San Francisco. He notified the
adjutant general of the army on January 3l: "Apprehensions [are]
entertained that enemy steamers may threaten harbor of San Fran-
cisco. Troops in forts on the alert. War steamers necessary to
co-operate with forts in harbor. No Government vessels at San
Francisco." The commanding officer on Alcatraz received orders
from the general to assemble his men at their assigned posts where
they were to remain day and night, ready to act on any emergency:
"The guns . . . should be arranged for instant use."

82. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 35,
Totten, May 13, 1863, to Elliot; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received
1838-1866, Elliot, June 13, 1863, to Totten; NA, Cartographic Div.,
RG 77, Fortifications File, Drawer 95-49, map, "Alcatraces Island
. - A System of designations for existing batteries," June 13,
1863.
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Wright also put great pressure on De Russy to
increase the number of batteries; he wanted temporary works on
Angel Island, Point San Jose, Point Rincon, and on Yerba Buena
Island. The general was impatient with the engineers' need to
correspond with Totten on every detail, and it irritated him that De
Russy and Elliot reported directly to the chief engineer and not
through him as commanding general. Nevertheless, the engineers
made every effort to accommodate the general's desires and to
cooperate with him fully.

In March a fresh wave of worry and excitement
swept over San Francisco. For several weeks rumors had swept
around the bay that Confederates were attempting to outfit com-
merce raiders in either San Francisco Harbor or Puget Sound.
Attention centered on one particular schooner, Chapman. She
eventually cleared the San Francisco customhouse, supposedly with
an assorted cargo and no passengers, sailing for Manzanillo,
Mexico. After the schooner got underway, an armed party of
sailors from the tired old U.S.S. Cyane, which was helping to
guard the harbor, seized the Chapman and towed her to Alcatraz.
The boarders found 15 men (in addition to the crew), cannon, and
munitions on board, intent on going to sea as a commerce raider for
the South. The army imprisoned the captives on Alcatraz Island.

The successful seizure of the Chapman eased public
concern in San Francisco considerably. General Wright notified
Washington in April that apprehensions had greatly subsided. While
he still wanted the additional fortifications for the bay, he was
satisfied that his command had prepared for an enemy attack to the
extent the resources allowed: "I have lately made a thorough
inspection of the forts and defenses of the harbor of this city, and
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find that the arrangements to meet any emergency as far as prac-'
ticably are perfect. n83

4. Columbiads No Good

Wright's optimism was not well placed. Lieutenant
Elliot had already informed the chief engineer that few of the 47
mounted columbiads were really serviceable. Referring to the
8-inch columbiad that had burst some time ago in old North Bat-
tery, he wrote: "A large proportion of the Columbiads now in
position can hardly be called serviceable, for the Ordnance Dept.
several years ago directed that they be used only as shell guns and
with reduced charges. They belong to a lot made at Boston which
passed the inspection and were afterwards condemned." Wanting to
know more about these weapons, Elliot wrote the ordnance officer at
Benicia Arsenal requesting additional information. That officer
replied that the columbiads on the Pacific Coast had a bad name.
Several similar guns from the same foundry and of the same year
had already burst on the East Coast. A series of experiments with
them had ended with the conclusion that they be used only as shell
guns, "the use they were originally intended for by Col Bomford of
our Army and Col. Daixhan of Europe." He advised Elliot not to
experiment with the 10-inch columbiads, especially with heavy
charges:

83. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Wright, Apr. 8,
1863, to De Russy, and De Russy, Apr. 11, 1863, to Wright,
Apr. 15, 1863, to Elliot, and Apr. 21, 1863, to Totten; [U.S.
Congress], Official Records, vol. 50, pt. 2, p. 355 (AAG R. Drum,
Dept. of the Pac., Mar. 16, 1863, to CO, Alcatraz), pp. 363-64
(Wright, Mar. 24, 1863, to Brig. Gen. L. Thomas, AG, USA), and
pp. 391-92 (Wright, Apr. 14, 1863, to Thomas).
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I have fired a good 10 inch Columbiad one Thousand times
with solid shot and 20 lbs of powder, and then fired the
Columbiad with the regular proof charges, all this without
producing any great enlargement of the bore and simply
rebushing after the 600th fire. This gun was cast at the
Richmond Foundry and gave a low tensile strength for
gun iron. The guns in the harbor [of San Francisco] are
from Algiers & West Point Foundries if I remember aright,
and they carried their iron too high the year in which
they were cast destroying a portion of the fibre.

He added another reason for not firing: A "rebel Pacific privateer"
could cut off San Francisco's source of supply of ammunition at any
moment. Ammunition should be hoarded against that possibility.

Elliot, now thoroughly alarmed, complained to Totten that many of
the platforms in the older batteries had never been armed; of
course, none of the new 26 positions had weapons. This combined
with the poor quality of the existing guns presented a bleak
~outlook. Making a jab at De Russy's efforts at Fort Point, Elliot
concluded: "The other fort in this harbor has two entire tiers
unoccupied, and only a portion of a third is filled with guns of the
same description."

5. Gold, Legal Tender, and a Strike
Another crisis of the times that bothered both Elliot
and De Russy was the matter of legal tender notes versus gold and
silver coins. Elliot explained to Totten that gold and silver were
the currency of the state and that California merchants raised
prices of goods from 15 to 20 percent when the engineers attempted

84. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Elliot, Feb. 13
and Mar. 20, 1863, to Totten. The latter contained a copy of a
lettelri, Capt. Julian McAlister, Ord., Benicia Arsenal, Mar. 7, 1863,
to Elliot.
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to pay in notes. He gave a graphic example of the system by
describing his recent attempt to purchase bricks and cement: "The
best terms I could get were $3.60 in gold per bbl for cement and
$12 per M in gold for bricks, or $4.25 in paper for cement and
$14.46 in paper for bricks, making a difference to the U.S. for the
quantities I wished to purchase of $1146.00." Elliot thought that the
supply of gold in the sub-treasury could be maintained at a level
sufficient for the needs of the engineers; however, the treasurer of
the United States apparently felt otherwise.

Elliot's growing army of civilian employees on Alca-
traz also felt the pinch. He paid a mechanic $4 per day in notes
which, as far as the mechanic was concerned, came to $2.40 in
purchasing value. Usually, Elliot was able to obtain coin to pay
wages; but on two recent paydays he had had to deal in notes. He
asked permission to increase wages should the latter happen again.
In April 1863 the War Department arranged with Treasury for the
Pacific Coast engineers to pay their employees in coin. But, in the
end, the Treasury Department could not meet the commitment and
rescinded the arrangement. Totten attempted to relieve De Russy's
and Elliot's embarrassment by authorizing them to raise wages (in
notes) by 25 percent. The engineers called their employees to-
gether, informed them of Totten's offer, and watched with conster-
nation as their entire crews walked off the job.

Totten brought this news to the attention of Secre-
tary of War Stanton, who immediately authorized the payment of
laborers and mechanics at the regular San Francisco wages. There
was one restriction though: The engineers were not to advance
wages as other federal agencies seemed to be doing. The workmen
returned to their jobs after a ten-day walkout, all except stone-
cutters. Elliot explained that there was a temporary shortage of
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b
these craftsmen in San Francisco. He was certain they too would
return shortly without any further yielding to their demands.85

For years, the engineers at Alcatraz had been
urging the construction of a new, permanent wharf at Alcatraz. It
will be recalled that Totten had finally authorized this project in
lieu of further work on setting gun platforms. He must have acted
with surprise, or relief, or both, when he received a letter from
Elliot saying that a new wharf was not needed after all. Elliot had
examined the wharf "by submarine devices" and had found, instead
of solid rock for the iron piers, that the bottom was covered with
from 5 to 10 feet of loose rock, mud, and debris, all from cutting
down the cliffs. The wooden piles, he learned, were for the most
part sound and good. Only some upper timbers required replacing.
The repairs, when carried out, cost only $1,500. With that out of
the way, Elliot returned his attention to the fortifications.86

85. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Elliot, Dec. 24,
1862, and Jan. 17, May 16, and July 6, 1863, to Totten; De Russy,
June 24, 1863, to Totten; Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 35,
Totten, June 16, and 26, 1863, to De Russy. In May 1863, Elliot
had the following employees: 1 master mason, 1 foreman mason, 17
brick masons, 5 stonecutters, 3 carpenters, 1 blacksmith, 1 foreman
of labor, 1 captain of sloop, 1 seaman, 1 coxswain, 4 boatmen, 83
laborers, and 1 clerk.

86. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Elliot, Sept. 2,
1862, to Totten.
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III. The Years of Transition, 1863-1869
A. New Armament

" A large amount of correspondence passed between Totten
and Elliot in fiscal year 1863 concerning the batteries and the new-
type stone platforms. These letters contained infinite detail con-
cerning angles, measurements, platform stones, and so forth.
Totten may now have been a brigadier general (March 3, 1863),
chief of engineers, and responsible for all engineering activities in
a vast civil war, but he was never too busy to write Elliot long
letters that paid close attention to the smallest aspect of Alcatraz's
fortifications. To recount all these communications here would be
painful for reader and writer alike. It will suffice for the purposes
at hand to summarize the highlights of the year's construction and
Elliot's proposals for the future.

Fortification construction concentrated on the six emplace-
ments and magazine for Battery Stevens, and the eight guns and
magazine that would comprise both Battery McPherson and the right
flank of Battery McClellan. By the end of June 1863, the projects
had been fully completed except for the laying of the front-pintle
stone platforms and mounting the 8-inch and 10-inch guns "of the
new model." The elaborate scarp wall that fronted Battery
McClellan (South Battery) was not copied for these new works.
Most of the scarp was simply earthen embankments. Where the
terrain demanded something more, Elliot built either dry rubble
walls or, on occasion, low brick and concrete scarps. Here and
there along the slopes, he had short retaining walls of stone or
brick erected where the cliffs were too steep to hold the earth.
Some of these retaining walls are still to be seen.

During the year, Totten concluded that there was ade-
quate space in the batteries on the island for only two 15-inch
guns, rather than the four originally contemplated. One of these
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would be located at the northwest end of Battery Mansfield; the
other would stand at the salient angle of Battery Tower. The other
two locations (the extreme western end of Battery McClellan and the
fourth position in Battery Prime) would be designed so as to mount
300-pounder Parrott rifles. 1

Elliot's one stonecutter made all the sills, lintels, lock
blocks, and steps for the magazines. He also dressed the scarce
slates used as drain covers. The brick masons kept busy on the
magazines and the retaining walls. Elliot noted that sentinels had
. worn paths on the parapets, and the great winds that swept the
island were blowing away the light soil. He had the entire surfaces
of these parapets made over, édding earth where necessary and
sowing Kentucky bluegrass over the surfaces. When it came time to
place the scheduled flagging on top of the breast-height walls in
order to support the slopes of the new batteries, Elliot discovered
that it was both scarce and costly in San Francisco. He proposed
to substitute iron plates held in place with angle irons. These
plates could readily be removed in time of battle. Totten thought
this to be an excellent idea, subject to some changes in design, and
they were installed.

Later, this concept of topping a breast-height wall was extended to
some other batteries, including the 15-inch gun position in Battery
Mansfield.2

1. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Elliot, July 6,
1863, to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs.,
vol. 35, Totten, Apr. 16, 1863, to Captain Elliot. Elliot had been
‘promoted in March.

2. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Elliot, Nov. 6
and 13, 1862, and Feb. 4, and Mar. 14, 1863, to Totten; NA, RG
77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 35, to Totten,
June 16, 1863, to Elliot.
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