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• PREFACE 

The Historic Structure Report (Historical Data Section) of Fort 

Tilden, Gateway National Recreation Area, was completed under 

Account Numbers 0857-402 and 0860-402 in accordance with the 

provisior.~s of .the Task Directive of September 1978, as revised by 

Denver Service Center memorandum of February 28, 1979. The 

purpose of the study is to provide the basic historical data 

concerning certain specified structures at Fort Tilden scheduled for 

preservation. 

Much of the source data for this study has come from the National 

Archives and Records Service and from the park. The park has 

recently acquired a large collection of drawings and plans from Fort 

Hamilton, an active U. S. Army installation in Brooklyn, New York. 

Unfortunately, as is frequently true in· cases where several 

structures of a park are involved1 there are always""·structures where 

the historical data are eithe1;' too meager or unavailable. rn this 

case, records, ·other than drawings, plans, and illustrations, 

dealing with the Nik~Hercules Missile operation at Fort Tilden were 

extremely scarce. If a Historic Resource Study of· Fort Tilden is 

ever programmed, as this writer strongly recommends, it is· possible 

that a more extensive search for source materials might turn out to 

be more successful. 

The U.S. Army•s· present use of certain buildings, especially 

Buildings T-216, 219, 201, and 204, prevented the author from 

gaining complete access to them in order to provide a description of 

existing conditions. For these structures he had to rely essentially 

on available documents, which in most cases provided descriptions 

of an earlier period' and upon on-the-spot observations of the 

exterior. 
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This writer is ·grateful to a number of institutions and individuals 

who came to his aid in the que:;t for data. In addition to those 

people in the Old Army Branch of the National Archives, who must 

take most of the credit for this assistance, there are the librarians 

of the Queens Public Library (Queens, New York) and Brooklyn 

Public Library (Brooklyn, New York), who were instrumental in 

leading the writer to pertinent periodicals and newspaper articles 

dealing with Fort Tilden. He is also grateful to the Audio-Visual 

Agency of the Department of the Army for providing him with 

several excellent photographs of the Nike-Hercules site at Fort 

Tilden. A word of appreciation must also go to the historians in 

the Historical Division of the U.S. Army•s Office of Chief Engineer 

·in Washington, D.C. for the several leads which they gave the 

writer into records at the National Archives. 

The writer is indebted to Messrs. Sam Holmes and Frank D. Escalet 

of Gateway National ·Recreation Area f<;>r the innumerable ways in 
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manuscript. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Fort Tilden, which was established as a permanent post in the 

coastal defenses of southern f)lew York in 1917, served, along with 

Fort Hancock on Sandy Hook, New Jersey, and Fort Wadsworth on 

Staten Island, New York, as part of the outer net~ork of defenses 

in the New York City area and its harbor from World War I through 

the Cold War era. During the years of its active service Fort 

Tilden reflected the several changes taking place in tactics and 

technology of modern warfare especially in harbor defenses. The 

armament that was once installed at Fort Tilden has ranged from the 

massive sixteen-inch guns of Battery Harris, emplaced in the early 

1920s and remodeled in World War II, to guns of a lesser caliber 

including mines, and finally to the Nike-Hercules missiles, with and 

without atomic warheads, installed in underground silos in the .late 

1950s. In spite of all this. defensive preparation, the fort was 

never called upon in any ilctive engagement· against an enemy~ 
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CHAPTER 1: A HISTORY OF FORT TILDEN 

The General Area 

The area encompassing· Fqrt Tilden is situated on a strip of land 

referred · to as Rockaway Penninsula, part of the county ·and 

borrough of Queens in New York ·city. The Atlantic· Ocean borders 

the fort on the south. While only a. small tongue of land on the 

northeast corner of the fort borders on Jamaica Bay, . most of the 

northern portion of the fort is bounded by Rockaway Beach 

Boulevard. On. the east side of the · fort is Jacob · Riis Park, 

formerly a city beach ;and now part of Gateway National Recreation 

Area. On the west side is' Br~ezy Point, ari area consisting largely 
i 

of privately owned beach houses and private clubs . 

At the time that the fort was established in 1917 the area consisted 

largely of tidal marsh. Only along the Atlantic Ocean was there a 

relatively stable strip of sarid that continued across. to the inlet at 

the eastern end of the reservation. The beaches were first formed 

by wave action, IE~aving· a swampy lagoon in between that was 

subsequently filled in by Army. engineers utilizing discharge pipe 

lines from dredges digging a channel through Jamaica Bay. A large 

part of the lagoon was· below the mean water level, being at all 

times covered to depths of two or three 'teet of water. No 

vegetation other than some marsh grass grew there. There was no 

more than a few inches of silt or decayed vegetation covering the 

underlying sand. 

The average elevation of the ground surface was about eleven feet, 

varying· locally according to the dunes or depressions that were 

formed by the action of the wind on the very loose sand of which 

the reservation was composed. In reporting on foundation tests 

1 



that were made in preparation for the emplacement of sixteen-inch 

gun batteries, one Army engineer had this to say about the land: 

In general . . from the above tests it would appear 

that the Fort Tilden reservation, in the vicinity of the 

gun locations at least, is underlayed' first of all by about 

seven feet more or les~ of very fine, loose, white sand, 

interspersed here and there with shell deposits from the 

dredge pipes; then three or four inches of decayed 

vegetation, and from there (+3.5 ft.) to -40.00 feet with 

firm, clean, fine, white sand. The ground water level is 

at +4. 00 feet. The thick bed of sand underlying the 

decayed vegetation is only broken by some few scattered 

shells, · although from the wood and charcoal traces at 

-10;00 feet there is the possibility that there may be an 

old beach at that level. The fine white sand is followed 

by a sharper, coarser, reddish sand to a depth of -52 

feet at least. 1 

The .unstable condition, of the sand was to become a source of 

extreme frustration to Army officials particularly as it affected the 

operation of the guns and the life of the soldier. The resolution of 

this problem during the early years was to be a costly one. An 

early report made by the Army Quartermaster described the problem 

of the soil at Fort Tilden .in the following language: 

Before the Government took possession of this· tract of 

land it was never more than a sandy waste and of no 

1. Corps of Engineers to District Engineer, N.Y., subject: 
Report on Foundation Tests for 16 inch Guns at Fort Tilden, N.Y., 
March 18, 1921, RG 77, Federal Record Center, Bayonne, N.J; 
(hereafter records deposited at this center will be referred to by • I 
their record group number followed by FRC, Bayonne, N.J.) 
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commercial value. The soil consists of very white beach 

sand and when ever ·a storm arises· which is quite 

frequently, due to the location · with reference to the 

ocean, this sand is blpwn around to a great extent, 

making it difficult for men to work without serious 

intereference. 

The general cantour [sic] of the land is level, the 

highest points being approximately fifteen feet above sea 

level: 

Due to frequent wind st6rms, the shifting of this sand 
I I 

has caused much damage! to buildings .and roadways and 

in many instances has undermined concrete foundations of 

the· buildings and caus(;!d serious settlement. Surface 
,· ·. ( .: . . . 2 

water is found at a depth of. five-feet below grade. 

Brief Early History of the Site 

Fort Tilden was not the first fortification on Rockaway Peninsula. 

The first evidence of any fortification was the erection of a 

blockhouse during the War of 1812. The following extract from the 

Army's Engineer Land Papers describes the circumstances 

surrounding this situation: 

The entrance to Jamaica Bay, :on the south ·side . of Long 

island, affording to the enemy a safe landing for boats of 

2. Completion Report, Fort Tilden, Coast Defenses of New York, 
Part II,· ca. 1919, RG 407, National Archives and Records Center 
(hereafter all records deposited with the National Archives will bear 
the record group number followed by NA). 
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small burthen to within. a few miles of the Navy Yard, it 

was judged prudent to fortify that passage, as well as to 

guard that landing, as . to afford protection to our 

coasters, who frequently take shelter in that bay from 

the enemy•s cruisers. This according with your 

Excellency•s sentiments, we caused a strong blockhouse; 

mounting a 24-pounder in the top, to be erected on the 

west end of Rockaway Beach, at the entrance of that 

bay. This has been taken charge of by the United States 

and an adequate fore~ is stationed thereat. ... 3 

The United States acquired the land for the blockhouse from 

Nathaniel Ryder on or near the present site in 1812 and it was 

surveyed by Morris Fosdick the same year. Title to the land 

remained with the United States for when the Treasury Department 

requested transfer ·of the land for a Life Saving Station, to be 

moved from Barren Island to Rockaway Point, the Secretary of War, 

Jefferson Davis, granted the request, noting that 

Certain points along the shore of Long ISland, including 

Rockaway Beach, will need to be occupied in time of war 

by blockhouses or other temporary defenses. This can 

be done as well with the land in possession of the 

Treasury Department as if we held it.~ .. 4 

3. Report of the Commissioners of Fortifications to Governor 
Tompkins, September 23, 1814, as contained in 11 Notes Concerning 
Government Land, 11 Land Papers, Rockaway Beach, 1903, RG 77, 
NA. 

.I 

.~ 

4. Land Papers, January 9, 1856, RG 77, NA, cited in Tony P. 
Wrenn, 

11
General History of the Jamaica Bay, Breezy Point and 

Staten Island Units, Gateway National Recreation Area, New York, • ~ 
N.Y. u October 1975, p. 64, a National Park Service study. 
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· This is the_ only known· evidence of any type of fortification· built 

on or near the existing site of Fort Tilden before 1917. 

The Rise Of Fort Tilden 

World War I had been in progress three years. It was evident to 

many that the war would not escape America. Anticipating 

American entry into the war national defense efforts were spurred 

on at a quickening pace. As part of the establishment of a number 

of coastal fortifications containing the latest equipment in modern 

weaponry, the result of findings of the Endicott Board of the 1880s 

and recommendations of the Taft Board of 1904, Fort Tilden was 
. 5 

organized and established. effective February 19, .1917. 

It was not unti:l August 1, 1917 .• that the reservation was offiCially 

designated Fort Tilden. in honor of a former governor of New York 
. 6 State, Samuel J. Tilden. The new pqst was placed directly under 

the jurisdiction of the commander of th~ Coast Defenses of Southern 

New York. 

The choice of the site on Rockaway Point climaxed a six-month 

survey conducted by Army engineers. Their·· main concern was to 

find a site containing a soil that would support the strain of heavy 

gun firing. The topography of the chosen site was not by any 

5. Commanding Officer, Ft. Tilden, to Adjutant General, Army, 
subject: Designation of Organization Day, November 30, 1920, 
RG 77, NA. 

6. General Order, War Department, August 1, 
Major V. T. Terrible; 11 Rockaway's Neighbor: 
Rockaway Review, December 1949, pp. 21, 57. 
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. means ideal for the purpose, as the land was low-lying and 

consisted almost entirely of sand, offering no foundation for a 

depth of ten feet. To correct this deficiency, however, it was 

essential to provide, an artificial bedrock, and the Army contracted 

with the firm of William D. Reilly of Cederhurst, Long Island, to do 

the work. 7 

The land upon which the fort was established consisted partly of 

land owned by the United States, partly of land owned by the City 

of New York and leased to private corporations, partly of land 

owned by private corporations, and partly of accretions built into 

the original land by the construction over the years of bulkheads, 

jetties, and other· beach protective measures. 

The facts· surrounding the land transferred from the City of New 

• 

York to the Army are not entirel~ :clear. From what is known in • 
I . 

reports, the city had difficulty p1oving title to the land -- an 

amount said to be approximately 120 acres. The question of title 

was said to hinge on certain conflicting claims made by the Long 

Island Railroad and the City of New York. The problem eventually 

was solved, for according to one Writer· the land was finally 
. . 8 

purchased on May 1, 1917 for the sum of $705,000. 

l 

The land that was purchased from the Rockaway P~rk Corporation 

had been leased to the Rockaway Park Association. Although the 

7. The New York Times, February 9, 1917. 

8. 11 Start Defences of City, 11 unidentified newspaper_ article, n.d., 
copy in RG 77, FRC, Bayonne, N.J.; New York American, 
February 9, 1917; The New York Times, February --g,--1917; Edwin 
A. Osborne, 11 Rockaway--One Ofthe Major Protection Points of New 
York Harbor, 11 Rockaway Review, June 1941. 
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lease had still several years to run, a clause in the lease permitted 

cancellation .of the contract at any time. 
9 

There are conflicting reports concerning the total· number of acres 

purchased by the United States at that time. One official report 

prepared in 1919 noted that 11 the Reservation proper 11 consisted of 
10 approximately 175 acres. 

Since ' part of Fort Tilden was being used by the United States 

Coast Guard for a Life Saving Station, this report may have been 

referring to the land actually used by the Army at the time.· A 

letter written in 1922 by the Secretary of the Navy noted more 

accurately that Fort Tilden comprised 303.5 acres.
11 

This amount 

increased ·somewhat over the years with the· construction of water 

bar:riers of one kind or another. A detailed description of the 

reservation in · 1938 reveals that the fort consisted of 309.9 acres· 

plus an easement of 1.63 acres of filled land. ·Thus, together this 

gave the reservation 311.53 ~cres. 12 This agrees with an earlier 
. I 

document whiCh stated that Fort Tilden was about 311 ·acres. This 
I 

document, which was written in 1937, noted that the land's value, 
. I 

with its improvements, was estimated at $4,400,000.
13 

9. The Sun, New York City, February 9, 1917. 

10. Completion Report, Fort Tilden, Coast Defenses of New York, 
Part II, p. 67, RG 407, NA. 

p ' 

· 11. Secretary of the Navy to Secretary of War· August 11, 1922, 
RG 407, NA. 

12. 11 Fort Tilden, New York--Metes and Bounds, Description of 
Boundary, 11 March 1, 1938, RG 407, NA. 

13. · 4th Indorsement, Magruder to Commanding General, Second 
Corps Area, January 25, 1937, RG 77, NA. 
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World War I and Initial Construction 

The original plans for arming the new fort revealed an elaborate 

system of guns. A War Department drawing of 1918 noted that as 

many as four sixteen-inch (four emplacements) guns, eight six-inch 

guns (four emplacements), and three mortar pits, consisting of 

twelve-inch mortars, in addition to a fourth mortar pit located 

outside the installation on what is now Jacob Riis Park, were to be 

mounted at Fort Tilden.
14 

One newspaper reported that the sixteen-inch guns were to be of 

the 11 disappearing 11 type, the latest in coast artillery defenses. 11 1n 

range and power they can easily cope with the largest guns on any.· 
15 

superdreadnoughts that are afloat, 11 said this newspaper. 

Another newspaper stated that these big guns had a . range of 21 

"I 16 m1 es. 

A garrison consisting of four officers and 130 enlisted men was 

quickly established at the new installation on February 19~ 1917. 

These soldiers immediately went to work constructing barracks, 

mess halls, and other living quarters ·and serviCing facilities. 

These facilities were needed immediately even before contracts could 

be 

14. Drawing, 1918, Fort Tilden Reservation; RG77, Cartographic 
Branch, Fortifications Files, NA (Appendix I). A document iri the . 
·National Archives conflicts with this when it states that a 11 Board of 
Review project contemplated the installation at Fort Tilden, N.Y. of 
eight 1611 mortars, four 1611 guns, and four 611 guns. 11 However, it 
added that 11 AII Board of Review projects have been suspended for · 
the present. II Record Card I Memorandum for the. Secretary of War 
by Major General F. W. Coe, July 11, 1918, RG 77, NA. -

15. The Sun, New York City, February 9, 1917. 

16. New York American, February 9, 1917. 
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issued for construction at Fort Tilden. As a result, they were 

very often of the makeshift type and of a very poor quality. When 

the Army Quartermaster arrived in November 1917 . he found that 

post labor had already constructed seven officers' quarters, two 

enlisted mens' barracks, seven non-commissioned officers' quarters, 

one headquarters building, one hospital, one commissary, two mess 

halls, one lavatory, one stable and wagon shed, and . a number of 

roadways. A dock had also been constructed by the Army Corps of 

Engineers that jutted into Rockaway Inlet, with railroad tracks, 

ff d . II d k" f ·1·t· 17 a or mg exce ent oc mg ac1 1 1es. 

The land acquired for the new installation was joined on the east by 

a narrow stretch of land that extended from the Atlantic Ocean to 

Jamaica Bay which was owned and operated by the United States 

Coast Guard as, a Life Saving Station. In February 1917, the Coast 

Guard granted the Army permission to erect some . temporary 

buildings on the land;' it operated. The reason for this unusual 
' 

practice was to give the Army greater flexibility in the use of 

permanent utilities· already built such as roads, water, sewer, and 

lighting facilities. There was also another advantage by doing this 

in that the housing facilities would not be in the direct line of the 

shifting sands. 18 Thus, although the structures on the Coast 

Guard· land were built by the Army and were the property of the 
I 

Army, the land and its utilities; were operated and controlled by the 
; 

Coast Guard I a situation that1 did not. always contribute to good 

operation and maintenance. 

17. Major V. T. Terrible, "Rockaway's Neighbor: 
Rockaway . Review, December 1949; Completion 
Defenses of New York, Part II~ RG. 407, NA. 

Fort Tilden," 
Report, Coast 

18. Secretary of War to Secretary of the Treasury, May 22, 1928, 
Box 85, RG 77, NA. 
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After the garrison had undertaken to build its makeshift facilities, 

in November 1917, a. contract was awarded to James Steward and 

Company of New York City to construct new buildings as well as to 

improve what the garrison had already built. The. delivery of 

supplies . was of vital importance, but the contractor was 

handicapped to a great extent by poor roads, long distances, and 

severe winter weather. The nearest freight station was three miles 

away and it had a siding capacity to handle only five freight cars 

at one time. Moreover, the freight station was also shared by the 

United .States Navy and commercial establishments, a situation that 

t d d t I d h I d . 19 en e o s ow own t e un oa mg process~ 

The contractor immediately se~ about. to construct concrete roads 
I 

and walks connecting all buildings. As the land consisted largely 

of sand, it was necessary to :construct the roads. with eight-inch 

concrete slabs laid directly on the sand. In all, 1,250feet of 14 
I . 

feet-wide roads; 1,575 feet of 10 feet-wide roads; and 215 feet of 

30 feet-wide roads were constructed. 20 

The first living quarters authorized to be constructed consisted of 

two 66 man barracks, one officers' quarters, one mess hall, and one 

lavatory. From time to time authorizations . were granted for the 

construction of other units such as additonal officers' quarters, 

guardhouse, ordnance building, post exchange, 'a carpenter-paint­

plumbing shop, oil house, fire house, stable, forage barn, 

inCinerator, coal pockets, storehouses, hospital annex, and one 

permanent NCO (non-commissioned officers) quarters. 21 

19. Completion Report, Coast Defenses of New York, Part II, 
RG 407 NA. 

20. Ibid. 

21. Ibid. 
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As the layout of the permanent post had already been determined, 

all t~mporary buildings were located so as not to encroach upon the 

permanent area. · One of the earliest permanent structure--the NCO 

quarters (presently Building No. 60A and 60B)--was erected on the 

site laid aside for the permanent post. This structure was made of 

fireproof construction consisting of concrete and terra-cotta 

blocks. 22 

All the buildings originally built by the garrison had been sheathed 

on the outside with paper and batten, but this construction 

afforded practically no protection from the severe weather. These 

buildings were then covered with novelty siding by the contractor. 

The wood-type ~entillators installed by the garrison were also found 

to be unsatisfactory, and metal ones were installed in therr place. 

Several other facilities originally built by the garrison were also 
. : 23 

altered and made weatherproof. 

For the storage of mortar ammunition, a storage shed, connected to 

the battery by platforms, was built. Additional storage space to 

safeguard various supplies was also provided with the construction 

of two large, 20 by 196 feet, warehouses. All emergency buildings 

were painted a dull gray, improving their appearance greatly. 
24 

Under the direction of the Army Corps of Engineers, a small 

standard gauge railroad was constructed, connecting the dock on 

Jamaica Bay, coal pockets and · large warehouses with the western 

end of the reservation. The railroad could then distribute the 

supplies that were left on the dock after the boats were unloaded. 

22. Ibid. 

23. Ibid. 

24. Ibid. 

11 

·I 
I 



In/ order to supply water to the post a three-inch water main was 

run from the village of Roxbury. This water was found to be very 

poor and at times unfit for drinking purposes~ Because of the 

shifting sands, this· line was often exposed overnight with the 

result that the water became frozen. This proved to be a serious 

problem which caused delays· in construction. The pipe was later 

abandoned and an entirely new system was employed that connected 

the water main to the water conduits of the Queens County Water 

Company at Rockaway Beach. This new connection was made by an 

eight-inch main having a pressure of 45 pounds which was 

gradually reduced in size, providing the necessary requirements for 

all the newly erected buildings. Water mains were also run parallel 

to the south shore for the new bulkheads, dock, and gun 

emplacements that were being erected. Connections were made from 

this water main 

permanent post. 

constructed. 25 

to take care of the future water needs of the 

Approximately 9,850 feet of water · main were 

A six-inch sewer pipe was also laid that discharged into Jamaica 

Bay. This was accomplished by the Post Quartermaster. New sewer 

lines, up to 1600 feet, were run to all the newly erected buildings 

and connected to the old sewerage system. 26 

All the temporary buildings were at first illuminated by means of 

kerosene lamps, because the electric lines of the nearest lighting 

company ended some two miles away from the post. Due to the 

great fire hazard and unsatisfactory lighting conditions that 

kerosene lamps presented, a small power plant was authorized for 

25. Ibid, 

26. Ibid. 
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the post. · However, this was soon found to be too costly, and this. 

also was abandoned. In its place a plan to extend lines from the 

Queens Borough Gas and Electric Company to the post was 

considered. Since the cost of an underground system appeared 

excessive, permission was obtained from New York City to run 

overhead wires to the .post. All the buildings ori the post were 

connected and essential fixtures were installed. Approximately 

3,400 feet of electric lines were installed in this operation. 27 

Other utilities were also constructed. A galvanized iron fence was · 

constructed around the entire reservation with gates at various 

locations. The fence was necessary to keep intruders off the 

reservation and to protect government property. The fence posts 

were not encased in concrete bases, however. Eleven hundred feet 

of fencing and twelve ·single and nine double type gates were 

erected. An incinerator with a capacity to handle three tons of 

disposable waste every twenty four hours was also constructed 

about 1, 000 feet from the northwest corner of the permanent 

area. 28 

At the· northeastern end of the post, adjoining Rockaway Inlet, six 

large modern coal pockets with a capacity of 3, 000 tons were built 

in such a way that they could be filled by hoists directly from the 

boats. The coal stored in these pockets was ejected into .railroad 

cars from the bottom of the pockets by' means of a pair of 

iron gates and distributed throughout the post. The foundation of 

these pockets consisted of piles that had been · sunk by a jet 

driver. 29 It should be noted, however, that these coal pockets 



were never really completed, and remained unused until they were 

finally razed in later years. 

The Young Mens Christian Association (Y.M.C.A.) and Knights of 

Columbus erected buildings on the post for the benefit of the 

enlisted men. The general construction of these buildings followed 

the lines of the cantonement buildings. 

The entire construction under:-taken by the Quartermaster Corps in 

November 1917 was finally completed in February 1919. By then 

the war was over. 

Work on the fortifications at Fort Tilden began on February 8, 

1917, only eight days after Congress had voted to appropriate 

$51,000,000 for coastal defenses throughout the United States. Of 

this sum, about $2,000,000 was to be expended for Fort Tilden. 30 

On that day eleven carloads of cut blue stone arrived at the 

nearest railway station, and about 40 horse-drawn 

trucks, with 150 workmen, carted the stone to the fort. 

was to build foundations and platforms that would 

and motor 

Their job 

hold gun 

emplacements for the heavy guns. During these early months four 

six-inch guns, which came from West Point, were . emplaced, 

consisting of two batteries. Two of these guns were later 
. 31 

dismantled and sent to France for experimatal purposes. In the 

meantime, platforms for twelve-inch mortars were a.lso constructed 

on the adjoin(ng city park land, now known as Jacob Riis Park. 32 

30. The Sun, New York City, February 9, 1917. 

31. · Record Card, Memorandum · for the Secretary of. War, from 
Major General. F. W. Coe, July 11, 1918. RG 77, NA. 

32. Drawing, 11 1918, Fort Tilden Reservation, 11 Cartographic 

• I I 

• 

Branch, .. Fortification File, RG 77, NA; The Sun, New York City, • 
(Continued) · 
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The Years Between 

With the war ended, what started out as an emergency effort at 

Fort Tilden now slowed down to a snail 1s pace. Following the end 

of the war, the fort•s garrison was gradually reduced to a small 

complement of caretakers. The reservation remained in a caretaker 

status· for most of the following two decades. Throughout these 

years there seemed to be an ambivalence and uncertainty concerning 

the mission, . treatment, and operation of the fort. The record 1s 

familiar to this writer have led him to conclude that the Army 

vacilated between making Fort Tilden a permanent installation and 

abandoning it after it had :.;erved some temporary purpose. 

Although two sixteen-inch guns we~e finally emplaced at Fort Tilden 

by 1924, permanent quarters and servicing facilities were never 

made available to adequately service these guns. The dilapidated 

condition of the temporary buildings went almost entirely unheeded . 

Few attempts ·were made to replace temporary facilities with 

permanent ones despite frequent pleas from the commander of the 
.· I 
post, other Army officials in the upper echelons of command, and 

I 
I congressmen for niore adequate and permanent facilities. 
I 
I 

Yet, in spite of this seemingly lack of interest in Fort Tilden, when 

New York City requested in 1922 that the Army turn over to it 94 

acres of land for purposes of enlarging the adjoining city park, the 

. War · Department flatly refused, stating that Fort Tilden was 11 an 

· active post not having been abandoned. u33 

32. February 9, ·1917; The New York Times, February 9, 1917; 
Edwin A. Osborne, 11 Rockaway--One of the Major Protection Points 
of the New York Harbor, 11 Rockaway Review, June 1941, p. 39; 
V. T. Terrible, 11 Rockaway•s Neighbor: Fort Tilden, 11 Rockaway 
Review, December 1949 . 

33. Secretary of War to Secretary of the Navy, September 23, 1922, 
RG 407, NA. 
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The War Department, meanwhile, continued to give the impression 

that it indeed had permanent designs for Fort Tilden. In 1920 it 

strengthened the bulkheads and jetties at a cost of $5,644. 

Railroad tracks were installed to carry ammunition and supplies to 

the mortar battery, and apparently it was at this time that 

armament was transferred from New York City to the fort. The 

East Battery (six-inch guns) received high beam lights, .and two 
. 34 

· power houses were modified with the conversion to gas motors. · 

In 1920 Fort Tilden had two six-inch gun batteries, unofficially 

referred to as East Battery and West Battery until more permanent 

facilities were constructed. Each battery had two guns of the 1900 

model on barbette carriages, also of[ the 1900 model. Both batteries· 

were built in the open, unprotected 1

1

by drifting sand. · Each battery 

had a magazine, a temporary· struct1ure containing a corragated iron 

roof. The fire control installation for these batteries consisted of 

two coincidence range finders (CRF), one nine feet long and the 

other twenty-two feet long. A spotting .board was also provided for 
.. . 35 

each battery. 

In 1920 the mortar battery which had been emplaced in the city 

park in 1917 was removed, and in its place Fort Tilden received 

four twelve-inch mortars on railroad mounts. Although railroad 

tracks for this purpose were still being laid by the end of 1920, 36 

there does not appear any evidence that the mortars were finally 

installed. 

34. Analysis of Expenditures, Calendar year ending December 31, 
1920, Fortification and other Military Works, Coast Defenses of 
Eastern New York, RG 77, NA. 

35. District Commander to Adjutant General, subject: Technical 
Inspection, Fort Tilden, New York, May 12, 1920, RG 407, NA . 

36. Ibid. 
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Two three-inch antiaircraft guns were also mounted at Fort Tilden 

in 1919. .These guns were mounted on 1917 model carriages. In 

1938 a third three-inch gun was also mounted at Fort Tilden, 

forming· what was known as Antiaircraft Battery No. 5. This 

battery lasted throughou·t Worid War II and it was located 

somewhere in the northeast corner of the tactical area. The guns 

were continuously disturbed by the shifting sands particularly 

during winter months when the sand froze interferring with the 
. 37 

operation of the guns. 

In December 1920 an allotment of $70,000 was approved to cover the 

current fiscal year's expenses for building emplacements for two 

sixteen-inch guns. 38 It was apparent by now that instead of the 

proposed four sixteen-inch guns there would now be only two. In 

1922 designs for the two emplacements were approved, and two 

years later the emplacements were completed. These were known as 

Gun Emplacement Nos. 1 and 2. Together they formed part of 

. Battery Harris, named in honor. of Colonel Henry L. Harris who 

died March 8, 1920. 39 The concrete emplacements built at this time 

were far different from those that were eventually built during 

World War. II, the remains of which exist today. At Fort Tilden the 

37. Ibid. Emplacement Book, Antiaircraft Battery No. 5, Fort 
Tilden,--New York, Entry 225, RG 392, NA. The perio.d of the 1920s 
witnessed an increased emphasis on the use· of antiaircraft weaponry 
in the U.S. Army Coast Artillery. Many fixed antiaircraft weapons 
were emplaced, usually in three-gun batteries, in order to protect 
the more permanent and larger seacoast . guns. Most of the guns 
were three-inch models but some were of a later 105 milemeter type. 
See Emanuel Raymond Lewis, Seacoast Fortifications of the United 
States (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1970), p. 102. 

38. Weaver to New York District Engineer, subject: Report on 
Foundations Tests fori 16 Inch Guns at Fort Tilden, New York, 
March 18, 1921, RG 77~ FRC, Bayonne, New Jersey . 

• 39. War Department General Order 13, March 1922, RG 77, NA. 
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two guns were located about 850 feet apart and the emplacement 

itself consisted of a large circular concrete platform with deep wells 

in the center where part of the gun carriage rested. 40 

Railroad tracks were also laid during this period connecting the 

wharf on · Jamaica Bay· to the two big guns .and ·their separate 

·magazines and power plants that were also built about this time to 

service the two guns. 

related supplies to all 

H
. . 41 
arr1s. 

The trains carried large ammunition and 

those dispersed areas forming Battery 

·Even after· the two gun emplacements at Battery Harris were 

completed in 1924 additional work on the battery continued in later 

years. Telephone and fire control instruments were installed· in 

plotting and switchboard rooms, in magazines, and in other related 

• 

facilities. In addition, four lights mounted on· pipe frames, which. 

in turn were mounted on concrete bases, were erected on the two 
. . 42 

platforms {two to each gun). 

One of the biggest problems encountered at Fort Tilden during the 

1920s and 1930s was the deteriorated condition of many of the 

temporary structures that were built during the emergency. Either 

because of lack of appropriations or because of the uncertain status 

and future of the fort little was done to improve the situation. As 

a result, the fort was subjected to serious criticism on several 

40. Drawing No. 646/63003, Fort Tilden, New York (Battery 
Harris) Emplacement for Two 16 Inch· guns and Rail Road Trackage 
for Same, November 19, 1924, in park files (Appendix 2). 

41: Ibid. 

42. Summary of Appropriations -- Wor.k 
1924; ·ibid., October 1925; ibid., January 

18 

in Progress, September 
1926, all in RG 77, NA •• 



occasions. In 1927 the Acting Secretary of War, Hanford MacNider, 

ordered an investigation into the ·condition of the fort, the result of 

a strong complaint made by Congressman J. J. Kind read on behalf 

of residents of th.e Rockaways. · According to Congressman 

Kindread, the buildings at Fort Tilden were not fit for human 

habitation. 43 Among those structures cited as in poor state were a 

number of structures which had never been utilized for the purpose 

they had been intended. . The large frame coal pocket (28 feet by 

234 feet), for example, had cost the Army $40,000 to build, but it 

was never used. The Quartermaster Corps believed that in its 

existing condition it constituted a menace to adjacent property. 44 

Other structures built during the 1920s that were never used as 

had been intended were the large balloon hangar and its generator 

house. They had been built originally with the idea of serving the 

Army•s air arm, but this . never materialized. . As a result,. the 

hangar was sometimes used for general storage, but it soon became 

evident.· that this was not practical. Like the coal pockets, without 
. . . 45 

adequate maintenance, this structure soon deteriorated. 

What contributed· so severely to the deterioration of faCilities and 

particularly to the fortifications and their related equipment was the 

condit.ion of the soil and sand at Fort Tilden.· This problem had 

been the subject of several investigations ever since the fort had 

43. The New York Times, November 10, 1927. 

44. · Office of Quartermaster to Adjtant General, March 5, 1925, 
AGO Central Decimal Files, Project Files, RG 407, NA. 

45; Record Card, District Engineer, New York, January 26, 1926,. 
RG 77, NA. A map · drawn in 1920 reveals the location of the 
hangar and generator house as being close to the state highway, 
now Rockaway Beach Boulevard, and about one-third of the way 
from the northwest corner of the fort. See map, 11 Fort Tilden, New 
York, Post Map, Job No. 6169, March 25, ·1920, RG 177, NA 
(Appendix 3). 



been established. In 1925 and 1926 Marran and Amarilla grasses, 

beach-type vegetation, were planted in certain critical areas, but it 

soon became apparent that this effort was not enough for in 1928 

the Commanding General of the Second Coast Artillery District gave 

the following account: 

The drifting sand due to wind, is a serious menace to 

armaments and a source of great discomfort to personnel. 

The planting of beach grass in the vicinity of the 

batteries has been undertaken· with success by the 

Engineer Department, and should be vigorously and 

incessantly continued on the rest of the post to a 

conclusion. Attention is invited to attached map. Plot 

shows grassed and bare areas. Other plots show areas 

that should be grassed without delay, in order of 

priority -- shown by the inclosed numbers. Approximate 

cost $300 per acre. Total that has to be grassed about 55 

acres. Areas 1 and 2 should be grassed at once, and 

area 3 put on high priority. The acreage of (1) is about 
. 46 

2-1/2 acres, and area (2) about 7 acres. · 

The same year that this was written one general officer d~scribed 

the appearance of the ·fort in the following terms: 

The general appearance of Fort Tilden is of much 

concern. It is a forlorn looking plot due to the sand 

dunes and neighboring squalor and· the old ·ramshackle 

war-time buildings, and particularly the fence being eaten 

away with rust, making the post most unsightly. In the 

46. Memorandum for Chief of Staff, subject: Planting of Beach 
Grass· at Fort Tilden, July 27, 1928, with 3rd Indorsement, July 31, •. ~ 
1928, RG 407, NA. 
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midst of this, two of the most modern highpower guns, 

with their various installations, are located. At present 

these are, generally in good condition because of recent 

installation and projects calling for completion of the fire 

control system; but a most casual inspection will convince 

any one that the balance of the post must be brought up 

·to equal the well kept appearance of the guns and other 

accessories or this modern armament will run a constant 

danger of deterioration. Nothing but the best foresight 

will_ keep a sma.ll caretaking detachment, living in and 

surrounded by rundown buildings, fenced in by 

dilapidated fence, over run [sic] with sand, and at the 

same time maintain this modern equipment in first class 
·d. . .47 con 1t1on. 

By the end of the 1920s two things' were happening at Fort Tilden. 

First, the rundown condition of the World War I structures with the 

accompanying menace of drifting sand was directing more attention 

to the pliQht of the fort, so much so that the Army felt constrained 

to act in some positive manner. Second, the Army was looking 

towards Fort Tilden as playing a greater role in the coastal 

defenses of New York, so that it· was now leaning towards the 

construction of more permanent facilities. 

Moreover, the Army felt the need to bring under its jurisdiction the 

13 acres of Coast Guard land upon which stood the old Army 

cantonement buildings. Without control of this stretch of land it 

would make construction of permanent facilities, especially utilities 

47. Ely to Adjutant General, subject: 
1928, RG 407, NA. 

Fort Tilden, February 16, 



and roads, difficult. In view of the importance of Fort Tilden in 

the defense of New York City, the Secretary of War was convinced 

that the Coast Guard area containing the Army facilities should be 
f d A . . d" . 48 trans erre to rmy JUris rctron. 

Secretary of the Treasury Andrew Mellon, who was opposed to any 

such transfer of property, gave favorable consideration instead to 

. the extension of water, sewer, and other essential utilities to the 

Army. His objection made little difference for by executive order 

dated November 2, 1928, the land was transferred to the Army and 
to Fort Tilden. 49 

The transfer of this land to the Army left the Coast Guard 

reservation divided into two sections, one fronting Jamaica Bay and 

the other fronting the ocean on the south. They were I in ked 

together, however, by the city-owned road running north and 

south on the east. In 1936, the Army sought to acquire both 

properties, but succeeded in acquiring only the one fronting the 
50 .ocean. 

Following the acquisiton of this land and on the eve of World 

War II, an intensive period of construction got underway to build 

badly needed permanent type facilities. 

48. Secretary of War to Secretary of the Treasury, May 22, 1928, 
Box 85, RG 77, NA. 

49. Secretary of the Treasury to Secretary of War, July 3, 1928, 
Box 85, RG 77, NA; Executive Order No. 4987, November 2, 1928, 
as amended by Executive Order No. 5044, February 16, 1929, Box 
85 I R G 77 I N A . 

• 

• 

50. Secretary of War to Secretary of the Treasury, May 18, 1936, 
Box 85, RG 77, NA; Carpenter to Chief of Staff, subject: 
Acquisition of lands -- Fort Tilden, New York, May 11, 1936, Box •. 

. 85 I R G 77 I N A . 
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World War 11 

As it Was becoming more and more apparent ,that the United States 

would ultimately be drawn .into the European conflict, preparations 

. were underway to strengthen certain strategic locations along the 

Atlantic seaboard, and New York City was one of these areas. By 

January 1, 1941, military personnel at Fort Tilden was increased 

from a small caretaker staff to seven officers and 170 enlisted men. 

By March 1 of the same year, the number grew to 30 officers and 

500 enlisted men, and by June 1, personnel rose to about 1,000 

men. 51 It was obvious that the time was more than appropriate to 

make the extensive changes at Fort Tilden that had long been 

sought but had never materialized. Approval for the construction 

of numerous facilities was quickly granted and work, much of it 

through the Works Progress Administration (W. P. A.), began at a 

rapid pace . 

In commenting upon the extent of construction at Fort Tilden 

during this period, one source had this to say in 1941: 

To accommodate the rapidly· increasing personnel, the 

housing facilities at the fort also had to be expanded. 

This included· over 90 barracks and other new buildings 

erected within the past year or so. In 1939 the Ordnance 

Building and station hospital were completed and by 

December last [1940] the Post Exchange, dispensary and 

six of the cantonment buildings were completed. 

Fifty-five more of the cantonment type buildings were 

completed by February 26th 1940 [1941?]. 

51. Edwin A. Osborne, 11 Rockaway -- One of the Major Protection 
Points of New York Harbor, 11 Rockaway Review, June 1941, p. 39. 
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At the present time there are more than 90 of the 

cantonment buildings erected at fort, ·ample to 

accommodate approximately 1 ,800 men . 

. while the inadequate gun eqt,~ipment at several of 

the Coast Artillery forts in the New York area were· 

scored by Congressman J. Parnell Thomas following his 

recent tour of the Harbor Defenses of New York, he 

found at Fort Tilden a battery of the finest and most 

powerful guns along either coast of the -United States. 

Work on the installation of these guns was completed in 

1924. Among the big weapons at the fort are two 16 inch 

guns, capable of carrying shells at a distance of over 25 

miles, in addition to 6 inch guns and a number of smaller 
l "b 52 ca 1. er weapons. 

In 1938 a brick barracks, serving 49 enlisted -men, was 

constructed. This was later converted to the hospital auxiliary, and 

in much later years, it became a headquarters, which is still used 

for such a purpose by' an Army Reserve unit. This building 

became known as Building No. 1. Two ·brick officers quarters -­

one for' the COmmanding Officer 1 the Other for hiS eXeCUtive--were 

also built about this time and still exist. Other facilities built at 

this time, many of which still exist, were recreation buildings, a 

chapel, car garages, enlisted men's barracks, and mess halls. 

Roads were also rebuilt, and trees and shrubs were planted to 

control the ever-ending problem of erosion and sandstorms. 

While it was true that the sixteen-inch guns had been emplaced in 

1924, during World War II their emplacements underwent· extensive 

52. Ibid. 

24 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

changes involving an entirely new concept of casemate in which 

nearly all components--weapon , and other supporting elements 

were provided with substantial overhead coverage. Large sums of 
. . 

monies were approved for this construction. 

The six-inch gun batteries also underwent remodeling at this time. 

All batteries were emplaced within re~nforced concrete casemates. 

Meanwhile, antiaircraft guns began to ·play a major role in the 

. defenses of Fort Tilden. During this period, there were three 

antiaircraft guns (forming a battery) of the 50-caliber size installed 

at Fort Tilden. 

The Cold War Years 

The end of World War II witnessed a rush to decommission· military 

installations and convert them to civilian use. At the same time 

there were those who, fearing Soviet Russian expansionism, 

believed that the United States should move slowly in this direction 

and that our military installations might still play a major role in 

American military strategy. 1 

I 
While a solution to these questions remained unanswered, the 

shortage of housing, particularly near large urban areas, brought 

about by the war led state and local governments to consider the 

facilities of military installations for use as emergency housing for 

veterans and their families. Fort Tilden, located in a densely 

populated urban area, was one such installation that was considered 

for such a purpose. 

. - . . . . . 

What prompted to channel thoughts along these lines was a change 

in attitudes concerning military tactics and technology during the 

post. war 'years. It was becoming apparent to many that the 
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traditional , defenses as exemplified by coastal fortifications were 

becoming obsolete. Any attack if made upon the shores of the North 

American continent in all probability would be made by aircraft 

because of their velocity and high altitude capabilities rather. than 

by a naval armada~ In . such a case, the antiaircraft gun rather 

than the sixteen, twelve, or six-inch guns would be more effective 

to fend off any enemy attack. In the light of these shifts in 

tactics, a general dismantling of harbor defense commands got 

underway, and the Coast Artillery, now exclusively an antiaircraft 

service, was merged with the Field Artillery into a single artillery 

branch of the Army. 53 

It was easy at this point for. the Army to turn over sections of Fort 

Tilden for civilian purposes. It did not mean, however, that the 

fort would be decommissioned as others had sought to do after the 

war. 

Meanwhile, the State of New York, which had assumed responsibility 

for the civilian emergency housing in the state, had plans to 

convert surplus barracks at Fort Tilden into 400 apartments. 54 In 

1946 Federal permits were obtained and work began on the 

conversion of facilities. By this time, the number of apartments 

planned for veterans was reduced to 350. Fort Tilden had 46 

wooden Army facilities converted. 55 Each dwelling unit consisted of 

one, two, or three-room apartments. While the units were of· a 

temporary construction, 

central . heating system. 

they were winterized and heated by a 

Each unit was equipped with kitchen 

facilities. Because of their seaside location, a warm sand color was 

53. Lewis, pp. 124-125. 

• 

• 

54. New York City Plans Housing at Military Posts, ·New York 
Herald Tribune, Novem-ber 29, 1945. • 

55. Brooklyn Eagle, New York City, January 25, 1946. 
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decided upon as the paint for all the apartments in the project. 
; . 56 

The woodwork was kept a natural b1rch color. 

During the postwar years i3nitaircraft guns remained the only viable 

weapons of any sizeable caliber at Fort Tilden.. In December 1950, 

the Army announced, for the first time since World War II, that a 

regular antiaircraft group, consisting of two battalions, would be 

as~.igned to the New York Metropolitan area. One of the battalions, 

numbering 1,000 men, would be assigned to Fort Tilden. The 

group was to have two missions--one to train and the other to 

provide antiaircraft protection for New York City. The 69th AAA 

Battalion, as the unit was called, was responsible for four batteries 

. of 90 .mm guns, each battery consisting of four guns. The guns 

were controlled by automatic deviCes consisting of radar and 

computers. They could detect the approach of any aircraft up to a 

distance of 40 miles, and at a distance of 20 miles the guns could 

keep an approaching target on site even 'at an altitude of 40~000 

feet. 57 

With Fort Tilden once again placed on a wartime footing, especially 

with the assignment of 1,000 men, the veterans and their families 

who had 'been . assigned emergency housing only a few years before 

had to leave to make way for the new military mission; A total of 

281 families were eventually forced out. The facilities that once 

housed those families were again ·converted to enlisted men•s 

b k d h . 'I' 58 arrac s an (}~ er m1 lt(:!ry uses. 

56. Ibid; Brooklyn Tablet, New York City, January 26, 1946; New 
York Herald Tribune, May 21, 1946. 

57. New York Herald· Tribune, December 31, 1950; 11 Anti-Aircraft 
Guns Moved to Fort Tilden, 11 Rockaway Review, January 1951; 
Brooklyn Eagle, New York City, January 8, 1951. 

58. The New York Times, January 19, 
Tenants, 11 Rockaway Review, February 1951. 
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The Korean War had generated deep concern over the defenses of 

the New York City area. In the light of the higher ceiling, greater 

speed, and greater maneuverability of modern bombers, even 

antiaircraft artillery was not considered sufficient air defense. In 

the mid-1950s the construction of surface-to-air missile silos was 

begun at Fort Tilden. The first missiles used were the Nike.:.'Ajax 

guided missiles, which had a range of 25 miles. In 1958 the 

Nike-Ajax gave way to the Nike-Hercules. This improved and 

enlarged missile had a range of n1ore than 75 miles and was capable 

of carrying an atomic warhead. Four underground silos and six 

radar stations were constructed in three areas of Fort Tilden. 
59 

By 1967, even these advanced weapons had outlived their 

usefulness and were eventually decommissioned. Since that date 

and to the present, even while under National Park Service 

jurisdiction, parts of Fort Tilden are used by Army Reserve units 

under a special use permit. 

59. New York Herald Tr.ibune, June 5, 1958; ibid., September 26, 
1958. 
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CHAPTER. II: FORTIFICATIONS AND SUPPORTING ELEMENTS 

Battery Harris (Structures 406 and 4'10) 

Under the latest numerical designation· of structures within Fort 

Tilden, the two sixteen-inch gun casemates that made up Battery 

Harris are known as structures Nos. 406 and 410. Located just to· 

the north of Range Road, Casemate No. 406 (housing Gun No. 2) 

was on the east and Casemate No. 410 (housing Gun No. 1) was on 
i . 1 

the west. The two casemates were separated by about 850 feet. 

In February 1917, even before most of the land at Fort Tilden had 

been acquired, a New York newspaper announced that 11 Sixteen-inch 

disappearing· rifles of the very latest coast defense type will ·be 

installed . 112 When this announcement was made the Washington 

Armament Conference had yet to take place. Such type of gun may 

have been planned for Fort Tilden as well as at other defense sites 

but may never have become a reality. The same announcement 

noted that work was already underway to cart bluestone to the site 

and that excavation of foundations for the big guns would soori 

start. Nevertheless, it would be several months yet before the 
. . 3 .· . 

guns would be emplaced. This reference to work underway in 
. . . 

order to mount the 11 big guns 11 may be misleading. ·Since plans for 

the sixteen-inch guns wer:-e not, as we shall see, finalized until 

1. Drawing No. 142-75-16, Fort Tilden, New York: Railroad 
Tracks, Magazines, Etc. For Sixteen-Inch Rifles, February 11, 
1922, Cartographic Branch RG 77, NA. 

2. The Sun, New York City, Febr'uary 9, 1917. · 

3. Ibid. 
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1921-1922, work could not very well have begun in 1917. In all 

probability this newspaper mistook work on the mounting of six-inch 

guns and twelve-inch mortars, the latter on city park land 

adjoining Fort Tilden, for work on the sixteen-inch guns. As we 

have already noted earlier, the six-inch guns and twelve-inch 

mortars were actually mounted in 1917-1918, and therefore it is 

reasonable to assume that the bluestone and work on foundations 

was intended for these guns and not the sixteen-inch guns as this 

newspaper was led to believe. 

Elaborate plans for the emplacem:!nt of sixteen-inch guns were well 

underway in 1917, and despite the cessation of hostilities in 1918, 

planning, ·albeit haltingly, continued. Emanuel Lewis in his 
I 

excellent work on coastal fortifications in the United States has 

stated that early sixteen-inch gun batteries were essentially a 

simple undertaking. The guns were placed on a huge circular 

platform made of reenforced concrete, while a deep Well in the 

center of the platform served . to hold the. gun breech. The gun 

itself was exposed· without benefit of any protection overhead or 
"d . 4 s1 e coverage. 

In spite of this prevailing design, the records reveal that more 

elaborate emplacements were planned for the big guns at Fort 

Tilden although the simplified version suggested above was 

ultimately accepted. The batteries suggested in . the earlier plans 

COmbined plotting ,rooms 1 power rOOmS 1 powder magazineS I and Shell 

rooms, as well as accommodations for soldiers, all under one roof. 

The gun platform was reached by a long ramp connecting it to the 

4. Emanuel Raymond Lewis, Seacoast Fortifications of The United 

e4 

States (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1970~p. 114.. • t 
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• battery. The gun, meanwhile, remained with no overhead or side 

cover. 5 

. . 

The actual construction of the battery was postponed several times 

·· largely because of inadequate funding. This provided. opportunities 

for further planning. In the meantime, by January 1920 the 

production 

Depar-tment 

I 

of the guns was already in progress and· the War 

had tentatively approved the installation of two · 

sixteen-inch guns on barbette carriages at Fort Tilden. Estimates 

were even submitted to· Congress to cover the cost of construction 

beginning July 1, 1920. 6 

The reference to the sixteen-inch guns being manufactured 

undoubtedly referred to the Army model, which only two years later 

was to be . discontinued because of the Washington Armament 

Conference. 

5. Chief of Engineers to Adjutant General, subject: Typical 
design of employment for 16-inch gun on disappearing carriage, 
model 1917, April 24, 1917, RG 77, FRC, Bayonne, N.J.; Abbot to 
Chief Engineers, subject: 16-inch batteries, Fort Tilden, New 
York, August 6, 1917, RG 77, NA; Drawing 2 sheets, 11 Emplacement 
for 16-inch Gun Mounted on Barbette Carriage, Model of 1919, 11 

August 1920, Cartographic Branch, RG 77, NA. 

6. Sherrill to District Engineer, subject: Sixteen-inch rifles for 
Fort Tilden, January 9, 1920, RG. 77, FRC, Bayonne, N.J. 
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the guns each having its own battery. Placing two guns under one 

battery, some believed, would produce a savings in construction 

costs amounting to 33 percent. 7 

By 1921, planning was in such an advanced stage that thinking was 

slanted towards the construction of emplacements based upoh the 

concept of simple gu'n blocks mounted on concrete platforms ·with 

dispersed magazines and other facilities. At Fort. Tilden the two 

gu'nS Originally Were tO be mounted 600 feet apart; hOWeVer 1 thiS 

was later changed to 850 feet. 8 

In December 1920 an alloment of $70,000 was authorized to cover 

expenses for the remaining portion of Fiscal Year 1921 for the 

construction of the two emplacements, and authority was finally 

granted to commence operation .9 Two months later the Corps of 

Engineers estimated they would need 5,400 barrels of American 

· Portland cement (cost: $16,200) and 4,000 cubic yards of crushed 
. 10 stone (cost: $16;000) for constructing the two gun emplacements. 

7. Ibid. 

8. Weaver to District Engineer, subject: Report on Foundation 
Tests for 16-lnch Guns at Fort Tilden, N.Y. March 18, 1921, RG 77 
NA. A drawing in the N~tional Archives reveals the general plan 
of 2 guns in relation to such dispersed facilities as 3 magazines, 3 
power houses (one a reserve), and plotting and switchboard rooms. 
See Drawing. "Fort Tilden, New York: Sixteen-Inch Rifles", 
February 11, 1922, RG 77, Cartographic Branch, N.A. 

9. Weaver to District Engineer, subject: Report on Foundation 
Tests for 16 Inch Guns at Fort Tilden, N.Y., .March 18, 1921, 
RG 77, N.A. 

10. Winslow to District Engineer, February 19, 1921, RG 77~ FRC 
Bayonne, N.J. 
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By February 1922, the New. York District Engineer was informed 

that the two guns and their carriages would soon be shipped· from 

Waterveliet Arsenal and Watertown Arsenal respectively. Each gun 

weighed 165 tons and each carriage weighed 100 tons. In addition to 

these main sections, a miscellaneous assortment of parts, each 

weighing from 110 pounds to three tons, were also being shipped. 11 

One news item published in 1935 stated that the guns fired a 2,100 

pound projectile a distance of 50,000 yards. 12 Another news article 

published in 1940 noted that the guns had a fifty-feet long barrel 

with a maximum firing range of more than 30 miles. 13 

By mid-1923 the District Army Engineer had announced that he 

needed more money to complete the sixteen-inch battery at Fort 

Tilden. By this time Gun No. 2 had been mounted and only some 
I ' 

ordnance work remained to be done. Gun No. 1, on the other 

hand, required much work yet; tube, side arm, and breech block 

remained to be mounted. The winter months, which brought on 

severe ··weather, had seriously· interfered with the completion of 
. k d 14 wor out oars. 

11. Memorandum, .Frank to Winslow, February 18, 1922, RG 77, 
FRC, Bayonne, N.J. Lewis has stated that the barrel alone 
weighed 200 tons and cost over $300,000. The carriage weighed 
over one million pounds. Manufacture required about 3 years for 
each gun. See Lewis, p. 113. Lewis' figure of one million pounds 
for the carriage is in considerable conflict with the 100 tons 
proyided by the Army for the Fort Tilden guns. It is probable 
that Lewis may have been mistaken since one million pounds would 
place the carriage at about 500 tons. 

12. New York Herald Tribune,_ July 23, 1935. 

13. Ibid . , May 30, 1940. 

14. Chaffee to Chief of Engineers, subject: Completion of 16 Inch 
·Battery Project, Fort Tilden, N.Y., _July 7, 1923, RG 77, FRC, 
Bayonne, N.J. 
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Although by 1924 the two guns had been completely mounted, there 

was more related work to be accomplished before the guns could be 

declared fully operational. Platform lights were installed about this 

time. There were four lights in all, consisting of pipe frame 

supports and concrete abutments, among other items at each gun 
. 15 

emplacement .. 

Soon after the guns were mounted, they were proof-fired in 1924, 

but as late as 1934 they had never again been proof-fired. 16 

There is some conflicting evidence as to whether the sixteen-inch 

guns . were of the Army type or Navy type. The Washington 

Armament Conference took place between November 1921 and 

February 1922. It was in February 1922, however, that the New 

York DistriCt Engineer received official word that. the barrels and 

carriages were being shipped fr·om Waterveliet Arsenal and 

Watertown Arsenal. The time pf!riod of the Washington Conference 

was too close to expect that its treaties could be put into effect 

permitting Navy guns to be installed at Fort Tilden. It is this 

writer•s conclusion therefore that Army type guns were initially 

installed at Fort Tilden and remained there until World ·War II, 

despite one newspaper•s assertion that guns were of the Navy 

15. Ladue to Chief of Engineer, subject: Report of Operations, 
Fortifications; September 1924, October 9, 1924, RG 77, NA. There 
are 2 ·drawings made in 1924 that describe the two emplacements, 
gun weirs, railroad tracks that carried the heavy ammunition, and 
other related accessories. See Drawing, Fort Tilden, N.Y. (Battery 
Harris): Emplacements for Two 16 Inch Guns and Railroad Trackage 
for Same, November 19, 1924 (Appendix.4), and Drawing, Fort 
Tilden, N.Y. (Battery Harris), Emplacements for 2-16 11 Guns; Fire 
Control Apparatus, Wiring and Platform Lights, November 19, 1924 
(Appendix 5), RG 77, Cartographic Branch, NA. 

• 

• 

16. Record of Communication Received, letter, Office of Coast 
Artillery to adjutant General December 24, 1934, Box 3107, RG 407, .• 
NA. 

34 



• 

• 

type. 17 This conclusion is supported in part by an Army document 

of 1941 which clearly states that the guns at Fort Tilden 11 were of 

the Army type mounted on MK 11 carriages. 1118 (Illustration I) 

This same document does note, however, that plans which proposed 
. . 19 

new batteries also contemplated the use of Navy type guns. In 

the multitude of World War II records searched at the National 

· Archives this writer has never c.ome across any references to Navy 

guns being actually installed at Fort Tilden. Moreover, it is 

difficult to imagine that guns of this size and complexity were 

actually changed from an Army type to a Navy type, even though 

the casemates were being altered, since the expense would have 

been prohibitive. 

Between 1924 and mid-1930s little was . done to modify or improve 

Battery Harris. Although Fort Tilden was in a caretaker status, 

the guns were· maintained in good operatio'nal condition despite the 

drifting sands that frequently played havoc with equipment. 

In 1939, the Army•s Harbor Defense Board recommended several 

changes in the coastal defenses of the United States. Among the 

many proposals made at this time was the construction of casemated 

batteries for the two sixteen-inch guns, rebuilding the two six-inch 

gun batteries, and the . bombproofing of other structures at Fort 

Tilden. These proposals all stemmed from an increased awareness 

of the advanced development of aircraft bombing and the 

construction of large aircraft carriers that could conceivably bring 

aircraft within bombing range of America•s coastline. An entirely 

17. New York Herald Tribune, July 23, 1935. 

18. ·6th Indorsement, 
RG77, NA. 

19. Ibid. 

Blood to [unknown], 
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Illustration 1 

Sixteen-inch gun 
Army model 
Fort Tilden 

1935 
Park files 
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new type of battery was conceived in which all components-­

armament, magazines (powd~r as well as shell), and various other 

types of facilities--were provided with substantial overhead and side 

protection. The entire battery structure designed to withstand 

direct hits from enemy aircraft or battleships was roofed along its 

full length by eight to ten feet of reenforced concrete and up to 20 

additional feet of. earth. Mo~t of these fortifications in the United 

States and its possessions were standarized to a very large extent. 

Another revolutionary charige seen at this time was the method of 

transporting ammunition to the big guns. With huge overhead 

·ceiling covers, the one-tone shells were transported to the guns by 

overhead trolleys on rails suspended from the ceiling. 20 . 

The matter of casemating Battery Harris,' like ·that of Batteries 

Kingman and Mills· at Fort Hancock', had the highest priority. By 

March 1941, the New York District Engineer · had a staff of 

draftsmen ready to proceed with designs. The two casemates were 

finally constructed in 1943. 21 

Made of solid reenforced concrete, the thickest walls of the two 

casemates were ten feet thick and the thinnest walls were four feet 

thick. 

The huge gun stood in the center of the casemate, its carriage and 

part of its barrel hidden beneath a large concrete overhang, while 

20. Battery Richmond P. Davis, San Francisco, California, was the 
first such battery built in 1937. See Lewis, p. 117. 

21 .. The inscription over the casemate entrances gives the date as 
1941, but this was probably done to denote the beginning of 
construction . 
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the remainder of the barrel was ex: posed. Underneath the ceiling of 

the overhang were strong iron tracks with pulleys that carried the 

large caliber ammunition to the gun. 

A diagram of Casemate No. 1 reveals the layout of rooms, 

corridors, and other facilities. There were powder rooms and shell 

rooms on· both sides of the main (southern) entrance to the 

casemate. Behind these rooms, and to the north, was a wide, long 

corridor that ran east and west the full length of the casemate with· 

entrances at each end. The ceiling of this corridor was 13 feet 

high. A small gauge track ran through the center of this corridor 

bearing the railroad that carried ammunition from the magazines to 
. 22 

the casemates. . 

Opposite the two powder rooms, to the north of the wide corridor, 

was a tool · room and latrine. The thick concrete roof of the 

casemate was covered with a heavy layer of dirt, ·sod, brush, and 

small trees. The casemate, particularly from the rear, looked like a 

hi II. The rear, or north entrances, to both casemates have 

inscribed above 11 Battery Harris -1941 11 in recessed lettering. Soon 

after the casemates were completed dehumidification units were 

installed in order to control the humidity. 23 

Today the casemates have deteriorated considerably, although the 

main walls appear structurally sound. The iron has rusted badly 

and much needs to be done to arrest further deterioration. Both 

22. Diagram, Casemate No. 1, Moisture Control Study, Battery 
Harris, Ft. Tilden, N.Y., Fortification Branch, Engineer Division, 
U.S.E.D., N.Y. (1944), RG 77, NA (Illustration 2). See also 4th 
Indorsement, N.Y. Di~trict Engineer. to Chief Engineers, subject: 
Condensation Control - Seacoast Batteries, February 25, 1944, Box 
86, RG 77, NA. 

23. Ibid. 
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• casemates have retained ; the 1924 circular concrete platforms; 

however, the one in Structure No. 410 is in better condition than 

the one in Structure No. 406. The platform in the former structure 

has two mounds, one on the east side, the. other on the west side·· 

of the old platform. These mounds were probably part of the 

railroad tracks which encircled the platform when delivering 

ammunition (Illustrations 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10). 

Six-Inch Gun Batteries (Structures 315and 321) 

The four six-inch guns were the first coastal guns emplaced at Fort 

Tilden in 1917. These guns came from West Point and were 

proof-fired on May 14, 1917. They were fired twice at a rarige of 

12,000 yards, and it took 23-1/10 seconds for each projectile to 
. 24 

travel from the gun barrel to the target. 

There were two batteries ea~h containing two guns of the 1900 

model · on barbette carriages. These batteries were called East 

Battery and· West Battery, a temporary designation given them until 

more permanent emplacements were constructed. The East Battery 

was located on the . southeast corner of the fort and the West 

Battery was located near the southwest corner. The guns were 

mounted entirely in the open, unprotected from the drifting sands. 

Each battery had a separate magazine, a temporary structure with a 

corrugated iron roof. The fire control installation for these 

batteries consisted of two coincidence ·range finders (CRF), one 
. . 25 

nine feet lor:lg the other twenty-two feet. The 

24. Anonymous, 11 Uncle Sam•s Acres 11
, Rockaway Review, June 

1948. 

25. District Commander to Adjutant General, subject: Technical 
Inspection, Fort Tilden, N.Y., May 12, 1920, RG 77, NA. 
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Illustration 3 

Northeast view of Casemate 1 
Battery Harris 

1979 
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Illustration 4 

Closeup view of Structure 410 
Battery Harris 

1979 
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Illustration 5 

Concrete overhang, Structure 410 
Battery Harris 

1979 

43 



Illustration 6 

West entrance view into Structure 410 
Battery Harris 

1979 
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South view of Structure 410 
Battery Harris 

1979 
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Illustration 8 

View of main corridor looking northwest 
Structure 410 
Battery Harris 

1979 
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Illustration 9 

Inside Structure 410 
Looking east with railroad track 

Battery Harris 
1979 
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Illustration 10 

Inscription of battery at north entrance to 
Structure 410 
Battery Harris 

1979 
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installation of pent houses, or halfway structures, over each gun in 

1922 in order to protect them f rom the heavy drifting sands did not 

change the nature of their temporary emplacement. 26 

When the batteries were first proposed early in 1917, it was 

recommended that suitable concrete gun platforms be constructed 

for each of the four guns. This did not materialize, however, 

perhaps because the emplacements for these guns at this time were 

only a temporary measure. What the Army did accomplish instead 

was to build the central portior. of the platforms of concrete and 

the outer portion of wood . 27 The concrete portion of the platforms 

was 15 feet 9 inches in diameter, while the wooden portion extended 

the diameter of the platform to 34 feet, 9 inches. The 

emplacements were cut out to permit a 20 degree gun elevation. 28 

The East Battery was located about 300 feet behind the ocean front 

near the Coast Guard reservation. The West Battery was located 

about 300 feet from the ocean front and 800 feet from the fort•s 

western boundary. · The two guns at each battery were 330 feet 
29 apart. 

26 . Memorandum for the Chief of Staff, subject: Construction of 
Pent Houses at Fort Tilden, N.Y., January 9, 1922, RG 77, NA; 
drawing 11 Fort Tilden, N.Y., Shelt er for 611 guns on Barbette 
Carriage Model 1900, 11 March 27, 1922, RG 77, Cartographic Branch, 
NA. 

27 . Record Card , N. Y. District Engineer, February 3, 1925, 
RG 77, NA. 

28. Ladue to Commander, Harbor Defense of Sandy Hook, subject: 
6 Inch Gun Batteries, Fort Tilden, N.Y., March 29, 1926, RG 77, 
FRC, Bayonne, N.J. 

29. Ladue to 
Battery, Fort 

District Engineer, Fort Norfolk, subject: 6-1 nch 
Tilden, N. Y . , September 29, 1925, RG 77, FRC, 

• Bayonne , N.J . 
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Although the magazines and gun platforms had deteriorated badly 

soon after they were constructed, little was done for many years to 

improve the situation. The reason may have been due to the fact 

that the emplacements had been considered temporary, and until 

permanent sites were selected, it seemed wasteful to make repairs of 

any sizeable magnitude. Nevertheless, engineers did go ahead with 

their designs and plans for new batteries that would contain the 

latest thinking in coastal defenses. Not only was serious 

consideration given to overcoming some of the perennial problems 

brought on by the temporary emplacements, but attention also 

turned to the construction of a concrete coincident range finder 

station and a plotting room for each battery. In both instances, 

however, these facilities were to be made separate from the gun 

casemates. 

Although extensive plans were being developed and modified from 

time to time, none were ever realized for one reason or another not 

the least being the economic depressior' that the country had found 

itself in at the tifne. In 1928, the Chief C?f Engin.eers noted that 

the batteries had so deteriorated "as to be no longer serviceable 

and the batteries are without plotting rooms or C. R. F. station. 11 

He went on to say that 11 these guns can be permanently installed at 

a reasonable cost .... u 30 Despite this serious criticism on the part 

of the Chief of Engineers, nothing happened to make the 

much-needed changes. 

Planning did continue, however, and a Board of Officers, convening 

at Fort Hancock on August 14, 1928, concluded to accept changes 
I 

to the future permanent batteri~s planned up to then. It 

30. Record of Communication Received, subject: Installation of 

• 

• 

6-1 nch Guns at Fort Tilden, Har. Def. of Sandy Hook, January 21, • 
1928, RG 77, NA. 
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concluded: (1) to combine plotting room and observation station 

and · to combine the B.C . station with tool and oil house; (2) that 

the general design and details of the emplacements and magazines 

were satisfactory; (3) that all walks between magazines and 

emplacements should consist of concrete, those for the shell 

magazine being eight feet wide and those for the powder magazines 

to be not more than five feet wide. 

A fourth recommendation, and perhaps the most important of all, 

was concerned with the relocation of the East Battery. The board 

was of the opinion that the central point of the East Battery should 

be moved about 600 feet west of its existing location, the axis of 

the battery remaining parallel to its existing position and about the 

same distance from the shore line. This meant the construction of 

two new gun blocks which would be separated about 250 feet. 

There were two reasons for the suggested change in the position of 

the East Battery. The first was the fact that the Coast Guard had 

objected to the existence of the Army•s 60-inch search-light which 

was on their land on the grounds that the light obstructed 

observation in a very important sector. The board agreed with the 

Coast Guard that the searchlight should be moved, but moving it 

further west would place it objectionably close to the existing East 

Battery. However, relocating the battery as proposed would 

eliminate this problem. 

A second reason for relocating the East Battery was to place the 

proposed east powder magazine farther away from the Coast Guard 

Station and the public highway along the east side, thereby 

eliminating any possible hazard. 31 

31. 11 Proceedings of a Board of Officers Convened at Fort Hancock, 
New Jersey, 14th of August 1928 . . . To prepare a project for the 
permanent installation of 6-inch guns and accessories at Fort 
Tilden, N.Y., 11 August 20, 1928, RG 407, NA. 
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Several years passed without much action taken to implement what 

the Board of Officers had recommended in 1928. In 1935, the 

Office of the Chief, Coast Artillery unhappily noted that 11 the 

project for permanent emplacement has a low priority. . . . Funds 

for this project probably will not be available for several years. 1132 

In spite of this hesititancy, planning for the two batteries 

continued. In the latest planning developments that took place at 

this time the East Battery was to be abandoned and in its place, 

but at a considerable distance away from its present site, was to 

rise a new battery designated Battery Construction No .. 220. While 
I 

anticipating the construction of permanent batteries, in 1939 the two 

batteries were renamed: East Battery became Battery Fergusson and 
. 33 

West Battery was renamed Battery Kessler. 

With war slowly approaching the Secretary of War finally gave his 

approval for the construction of two permanent six-inch batteries in 

September 1940. His approval of this construction was part of a 

modernization program anticipat~!d for all harbor defenses in the 

United States. Most important of ell I the program provided for a 
I 

new six-inch gun battery (Battery Construction No. 220) to replace 
I 

Battery Fergusson, which was to be abandoned, while retaining a 

modern Battery Kessler . The latter was to continue to utilize the 

existing. gun blocks. 34 

32. 6th Indorsement, Office, Chief of Coast Artillery, December 
28 I 1935 I R G 407 I N A. 

33. Adjutant General to Commanding General, Second Corps Area, 
subject: Naming Batteries at Fort Tilden, N.Y., December 1, 1939, 
RG 407, NA. 

34. 17th Indorsement, Chief of Engineers to Chief, Coast Artillery 
October 22, 1940, to letter, subject: Rebuilding Batteries East and 
West, Fort Tilden, N.Y., RG 407, NA. 
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Under the new construction, the guns themselves were not to be 

casemated, but instead wer·e to remain in the open on gun 

platforms. The remaining sections of the batteries, however, 

basically followed the concept of the sixteen-inch Battery Harris. 

The earth-covered concrete structures to be located between each 

of · the two guns would house most of the ancillary components -­

magazine, power generator, air conditioning equipment, 

communications, storage, and service rooms, and in the case of 

Battery Construction No. 220, the fire control plotting room. 

Construction of the two permanent batteries began soon after the 

Site Board had approved the permanent installations. Specific 

evidence is not available but construction of the two batteries was 

probably completed in 1942. Battery Construction No. 220 was the 

larger of the two, and the distinctive difference in the two 

batteries was the addition of the fire control unit at the top center 

of Battery Construction No. 220. Two diagrams containing 

simplified versions of the floor plans and cross sections of each of 

the batteries, with some dimensiohs, are in the National Archives. 

The front wall of Battery Construction No. 220 is seven feet thick 

while the rear wall is six feet thick. This battery had, in addition 

to other areas, two shell rooms and two powder rooms. 

Battery Kessler was a smaller structure than the other although it 

had the same type of guns. The front walls of this battery were 

three feet thick while the rear walls were two feet thick. This bat­

tery had two powder rooms in the front, a shell room just to the 

rear of these two rooms, and a wide corridor directly behind the 

shell room. On either side of the shell room were two smaller rooms 
35 both used for storage. 

35. Drawing, "Moisture Control Study, Battery No. 220, Ft. 
Tilden, N.Y., Fortification," Branch, Eng. Div., U.S.E.D., N.Y., 
(Continued) 
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• 
Today Battery Construction No. 220's gun platforms are still visible 

under the heavy brush that has grown about them. They are 

roughly 25 feet in diameter and are located · in front and to the side 

of the huge underground bunker. The two entrances to the 

bunker, one at each end, are inaccessible because of drifting sand 

and dense growth. On top and on the front center of the bunker is 

the square heavy concrete structure known as the fire control 

station. It is partly exposed and the slit from which the enemy 

was observed is still intact. With constant erosion, this structure 

has become more exposed and subject to the elements. 

Today, Battery Kessler's gun platforms are about the same 

dimensions as those of Battery Construction No. 220. They are 

also in the same position in relation to the rest of the battery. 

Like the . other six-inch gun battery, the two entrances are almost 

entirely hidden by the shifting sands and dense growth 

(Illustrations 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18). 

I 

35. (Illustration 11), and drawit, "Moisture Control Study, 
Battery Kessler, Ft. Tilden, N.Y., Fortification Branch, Eng. 
Div., U.S.E.D., N.Y." (Illustration No. 12) both, enclosures to 
Office Memorandum, Hedger to Smith, subject: Condensation Control 
Sea-Coast Batteries, January 14, 1944, RG 77, NA. The following 
drawings show in greater detail the floor plan and cross section of 
Batter Construction No. 220 as it was ultimately constructed: (I) 
Battery No. 220 Central Traverse Magazine Location Map and Index, 
Sheet No. 1, April 27, 1944; (2) Battery No. 220 Central Traverse 
Magazine, General Plans and Details, Sheet No. 2, September 14, 
1942; (3) Battery No. 220, Central Traverse Magazine, Structural 
Details, Sheet No. 3, September 14, 1942; (4) Battery No. 220, 
Central Traverse Magazine, Gas - Proofing Details, Sheet No. 19; 
September 14, 1942; (5) Battery No. 220, Central Traverse 
Magazine, Plumbing and Electrical Systems, Sheet No. 20, 
September 14, 1942; (6) Battery No. 220, Central Traverse 
Magazine, Water and Sewer Systems, Sheet No. 21, September 14, 
1942, all in Park files, (Appendixes 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11) . 
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Illustration 12 

Floor plan, Battery Kessler 
1944 

Courtesy National Archives 
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Illustration 13 

South entrance to Structure 321 
Battery Kessler 

1979 

Illustration 14 

Interior of Structure 321 
Battery Kessler 

1979 
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Illustration 15 

Exhaust vent of Structure 321 
Battery Kessler 

Illustration 16 

Roof of fire control station 
Structure 315 

Battery Construction 210 
1979 
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Illustration 17 

Electrical station at rear of 
Structure 315 

Battery Construction 210 
1979 

Illustration 18 

Front and side of fire control station 
Structure 315 

Battery Construction 210 
1979 
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Magazines of Battery Harris and Other Ammunition Storage 

A. Battery Harris Magazines (Buildings 401, 405, 409, 414) 

Buildings 405, 409, and 414, in the current enumeration of 

buildings at Fort Tilden, were built in the early 1920s as part of 

Battery Harris. The fourth structure -- Building 401 -- was built 

in the early 1930s, also to serve Battery Harris. 

The general plan of these magazines, as in the case of the two 

early gun emplacements and other components, was based upon the 

theory of dispersion, that is, all components, including guns, were 

separated rather than under one roof. There appeared to be 

general agreement in this concept for Battery Harris. When it 

came, however, to agreement on how the huge projectiles were to 

be moved from the magazines to the guns, the story was somewhat 

different. Many points of view had to be reconciled before a final 

plan could be devised. In February 1922, the Office of . the Chief 

of Engineers finally concluded a · plan for the magazines that was 

ultimately accepted . 

The plan offered by the Chief of Engineers proposed a type of 

magazine that would be both economical to build and at the same 

time offer the best service for the guns. The magazines were 

designed so that they could be used for storing either shell or 

powder or both. Conversion from shell to powder storage was 

· accompished by the installation of a removable wooden floor, which 

was considered desirable from the standpoint of safety and dryness 

of the powder . In the magazine shells were stored on rails 

embedded transversely in the concrete floor, twelve shells per bay, 

six bays on each side of the track. From the rails, the shells were 

rolled onto the shell trucks, connection being made between the 

rails and the trucks by a bridge hinged to the trucks. The 
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• powder was stored in containers sitting on end on the wooden floor 

sections, each bay holding 60 containers, 30 on each side of the 
track. 36 

Bids for the construction of the three magazines w~re opened on 

May 19, 1922 and the lowest bid of $11,000 was accepted from the 
37 Concord Construction Company of Brooklyn, New York. 

The three magazines were about 900 feet apart. The 

superstructure of each magazine was built upon a concrete 

foundation. the walls above the concrete water table were eight 

inches thick and built of eight by twelve by eight-inch hollow tiles 
with glazed smooth faces. 

Long Span Reinforced 
The roofs were constructed of Pyrobar 

Gypsum Roof Tile without lap joints, 

manufactured by the United States Gypsum Company. Each 

magazine was fitted with two rolling lift steel doors and one 

• kalamine door. A flight of concrete steps was built in front of the 

swing door with a one and one-half-inch pipe hand rail. Three 

ten-inch galvanized iron ventilators were set in each roof. 38 

The three magazines constructed at this time for Battery Harris 

were not intended to hold the complete battle allowances of 

ammunition. They were designed to hold a limited quanity only 

the remainder being stored at such central storage points as 

Raritan Arsenal and Fort Hancock, both in New Jersey, and 
brought up as needed. (Each sixteen-inch gun had a battle 

36. Ibid. 

37. Abstract of Proposals by Col. E. E. Winslow, June 10", 1922, 
RG 77, FRC Bayonne, N. Y. 

38. Detailed Specifications, enclosure to Advertisement, 
FRC, Bayonne, N.J.; Drawing, "Fort Tilden, N.Y., 

• 
Harris, Magazine for 16 Inch Ammunition, 11 May 22, 1924, 
Cartographic Branch, Fortifications file, NA (Appendix 12) . . 
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allowance of 250 rounds.) To some this did not appear practical in 

the event of an emergency when more ammunition might be needed 

in a hurry. In 1929 the New York District Engineer recommended 

that additional magazines be constructed for Battery Harris. 39 

Apparently, these complaints were heard by higher headquarters 

for in 1931 additional storage space was provided at a cost of 

$36,000 by enlarging the three existing magazines and constructing 

one additional barricaded splinter-proof magazine (Building No. 401 

or Magazine No. 4), thereby providing storage for 125 rounds per 

gun at Battery Harris. A sanded barricade was constructed for 

this new magazine because of its proximity to the Post area in order 

to minimize the blast effects of any accidental explosion . 40 

Today the four magazines may be described as basically identical. 

Each building is a rectangular, single-story structure with a low 

gable roof. The roof decks consist of precast planks and are 

supported by steel joints. The tile block curtain walls are 

supported by paired columns, the inner of steel, the outer of 

concrete. The buildings rest on concrete wall footings. The floors 

consist of concrete slabs, with steel rails for the shell moving 

machinery set into them. There are raised concrete docks on either 

side of each building which run the length of the interiors. There 

are rolling overhead doors on each end of the buildings. 

39. New York District Engineer to Chief of Engineers, subject: 
Storage of war allowance of ammunition for 1611 guns, Battery 
Harris, Fort Tilden, March 6, '1929, RG 77, NA. 

49. 7th Indorsement, Hannum to Adjutant General, April 13, 1936, 
to letter Commander, Harbor Defenses of Sandy Hook to Adjutant 
General subject: Storage of Ammunition at Fort Tilden, N.Y., RG 
77, NA; 2nd Wrapper Indorsement, Second Corps Area to Chief of 
Engineers, May 4, 1939, Box 83, RG 77, NA. 
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• Each magazine also has a steel plate door in one gable end, which 

is reached by a flight of concrete steps. These doors open into 

the storage docks. There ·are no mechanical facilities, other than 

accessories such as tracks, in any of these buildings (Illustrations 

19, 20, and 21). 

The condition of the four magazines ranges from poor to fair. 

B. Igloo Magazines (Buildings Nos. 403 ( F-9) and 404 ( F-10) )_ 

The National Register of Historic Places Inventory Nomination Form 

describes these structures as partially sunken concrete structures 

of the semi-cylindrical type known as Igloo magazines. These two 

basically identical structures are barrel vaulted structures with 

bulkhead entryways. They are constructed of concrete and have 

• been partially covered with earth. They both have double wooden 

doors covered with tarpaper. There are no electrical or mechanical 

facilities in either structure (Illustrations 22 and 23). 

• 

This writer was unable to find any historical evidence that may 

shed light on the use or construction of these small buildings. It 

is very probable, however, judging from their location, that they 

served to store ammunition for the three-inch antiaircraft battery 

that was located nearby. 

C. Buildings Nos. 322 and 402 

Building No. 322 is located just behind Battery Kessler. It is 

almost similar to Building No. 402, which is just off of Marshall 

Road between East Road and Center Road. Building No. 322 was 

probably the temporary tool shed constructed around 1940 to house 
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Illustration 19 

Magazine, Building 405 
Battery Harris 

1979 

Illustration 20 

Interior view of magazine 
Building 405 

Battery Harris 
1979 
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Illustration 21 

Detail of platform with track 
in magazine, Building 405 

Battery Harris 
1979 
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Illustration 22 

Igloo magazine 
Building 403 

1979 
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Illustration 23 

Entrance to igloo magazine 
Building 403 

1979 
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tools, cleaning and preserving materials, and such other items as 

the fifteen-foot self-contained range finder. When planned the 

structure was to be approximately 12 by 18 feet and made of a 

reenforced concrete foundation and concrete blocks. It was to have 

a three-foot door at one end, and it was to be located directly 
41 behind Battery Kessler. 

The evidence does not - indicate what this structure was used for, 

but judging from its location, it was probably used to support 

Battery Kessler. 

There may have been a second similar structure behind Battery 

Construction No. 220, but this may have been razed at some time to 

make room for other facilities. 

Although similar to Building 322, Building 402 was somewhat smaller 

in size. In the commander•s request for the construction of this 

shed he indicated that it was needed to house tools and cleaning 

and preserving equipment for the antiaircraft battery. The size, 

he thought, was sufficient ' to house a portable power plant to be 

furnished for powering the fire control equipment. The structure 

was to be 12 by 14 feet, and it was to consist of a reinforced 

concrete floor and foundation and concrete block walls. There was 

to be a double door at one end to allow for an opening of six feet. 

This structure was to be located about 100 yards from the guns. 42 

41. Jaccard to Commander, Harbor Defense of Sandy Hook, 
subject: Authority for new Construction at Fort Tilden, N.Y., 
February 28, 1939; Plan 11 6-inch Gun Tool Shed (Two Required), 
No. D-70 and 71-1, October 23, 1939; Project Estimate, 11 Construct 
tool shed for East Btry (611 SC) ... , 11 February 28, 1940, all in Box 
83 I R G 77' N A . 

42. Jaccard to Commander, Harbor Defenses of Sandy 
Subject: Authority for new construction at Fort Tilden, 
(Continued) 
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Today the two structures may be described as rectangular, single 

story buildings with concrete block walls and flat concrete slab 

roofs. 

Power Plants (Building Nos. 407, 408, 412) 

Building Nos . 407, 408, and 412 

Plants 2, 3, and 1 respectively. 

Harris. Power Plants 1 and 2 each 

were known historically as Power 

The three formed part of Battery 

supplied power to one of the big 

guns and Power Plant 3 was a reserve unit to be placed in 

operation in the event the other power plants were temporarily out 

of commission. Power Plant 1, which powered Gun No.1, is located 

to the south of Marshall Road on the west side of the reservation. 

Power Plant 2, which powered Gun No . 2, is located off of Marshall 

• 

Road not far from where Center Road begins. Power Plant 3 is • 

located almost behind Building No. 409 (No. 2 magazine for Battery 

Harris). 

The construction of these three relatively small structures was part 

of that whole plan developed in the early 1920s to build Battery 

Harris . Thus, in outlining the facilities which needed to be built 

the Chief of Engineers wrote: 

The accessories provided 

bombproof plotting and 

in this layout consist of a 

switchboard room; three 

unprotected power plants, one for each gun and one 

reserve; and three unprotected magazines with a capacity 

42. February 28, 1939; Plan, "3-inch Anti Aircraft Tool Shed, No. 
D-69-1, 11 October 28, 1939; Project Estimate, 11 Construct tool shed 
for 311 AA btry, to house necessary tools and equipment and 
cleaning and preserving materials required at guns," February 28, • 
1940, a II in R G 77, N A . 
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of 30 rounds each. A single track railroad runs in rear 

of the guns, connecting the latter with the magazine and 

wharf. Two of the power plants are located on a spur 

track to facilitate the transportation of bottles of 

compressed air to the guns for charging the 

• recuperators. 43 

~. 

~. 

In July 1922, the Chief of Engineers completed the designs for the 

three power plants. Plants 1 and 2 would each house one 90 kw. 

Diesel engine generator and one ·3,000 pound air compressor. Plant 

3, the reserve unit, was to house a 90 1 kw. Diesel engine generator 

and a 25 kw. gasoline generator. Each plant was to furnish 

sufficient power for one gun, leaving one in reserve. The 3,000 

pound air compressors were for the purpose of furnishing necessary 

air for charging the recuperators of the guns. The three plants 

were estimated to cost $60,000. The plans were quickly approved by 

the Secretary of War. 44 

Delays occurred in the construction of the power plants. In July 

1923, · the New York District Engineer noted that in addition to 

43. 2nd Indorsement, Chief of Engineers to Adjutant General, 
February 11, 1922, to letter N.Y. District Engineer to Chief of 
Engineers, subject: Designs for 16-inch emplacements, Ft. Tilden, 
N.Y., September 21, 1921, RG 77, NA. 

44. Record of Communication Received, Chief of Engineers to 
Adjutant General, subject: Unprotected power plant, Battery 
Harris, July 17, 1922, RG 77, NA; 2nd Indorsement, Adjutant 
General to Chief of Engineers, July 31, 1922, RG 77, NA. See also 
the following (1) 'Plan, Fort Tilden, N.Y. - Battery Harris, Power 
House for 90 K. W. Diesel Unit, General Plan - Power Houses Nos. 1 
& 2, May 22, 1924; (2) Plan, Fort Tilden, N.Y. - Battery Harris, 
Power House for 90 K. W. Diesel Unit, Reserve Power House No. 3, 
Electric Light and Power Wiring, May 22, 1924, both in RG 77, NA 
(Appendixes 13 and 14). 
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connecting the Diesel engines, switchboard wiring, and other 

electrical items, hardware and windows had yet to be installed and 

concrete floors, septic tanks, oil and gasoline tank pits, and a 

number of miscellaneous items had to be constructed. However, by 
45 the end of 1923 the plants were completed. 

There was some evidence that in 1937 a radiator was installed in ' 

Plant 3 for cooling water in the circulating system of the 90 K. W. 

D. I ·t 46 1ese un1 . 

With the construction of a new complex for Battery Harris in 1943, 

the question of whether or not the power plants still remained to 

serve the guns must remain unanswered. Were the functions of the 

power units transferred to the new casemates? If so, what were 

the three structures housing the power plants used for? Until more 
I 

evidence is available, these questions must remain unanswered. • ~ 

Fire Control and Plotting Room (Building No. 413) 

The fire control and plotting room was still another separate facility 

which made up part of Battery Harris. This structure, which has 

been designated in the current listing of structures at Fort Tilden 

as Building No. 413, is located at the juncture of Marshall Road and 

West Road, almost directly north of Magazine No. 1 (Building No. 

414) of Battery Harris. 

45. New York District Engineer to Chief of Engineers, subject: 
Completion of 16 11 Battery Project, Fort Tilden, N.Y., July 7, 1923, 
with 2nd and 3rd indorsements, RG 77, FRC, Bayonne, N.J. 

46. Drawing in 2 sheets: Fort Tilden, N.Y., Battery Harris, 
Radiator for Cooling Water, Circulating System -- 90 K. W. Diesel 
Unit, May 26, 1937, RG 77, NA. • 
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In commenting upon the proposed Battery Harris in early 1921 the 

New York District Engineer had this to say: 

It is noted from the correspondence that it is proposed 

that in connection with these emplacements, based 

primarily upon the idea of simplicity .and dispersion, there 

is to be included at least one bombproof and shellproof 

structure. This structure is to contain a switchboard 

room, one or more plotting rooms, and a power room: 

or 1 if it is to be decided that the installation of the 

generating sets in such a small concrete bombproof will 

make so much noise as to interfere with operations in the 

plotting and switchboard rooms, then the power room is 

to be installed in a separate structure. 47 

The question of the power room, as we have seen, was settled with 

the construction of the three power plants. Concerning the 

question of dispersion, the New York District Engineer had this to 

say: 

. there appears to me to be no very good reason why 

the plotting room should necessarily be built in close 

proximity to the guns. It is understood that no 

mechanical connection for indicating apparatus between 

the plotting room and gun is to be attempted, and that 

communication between the plotting room and gun is to be 

by telephone. Under these conditions, the plotting rooms 

could well be located at a considerable distance from the 

47. N.Y. Distric~ Engineer to Chief of Engineers, subject: Plans 
for 16-inch emplacements at Fort Tilden, N.Y. January 5, 1921 1 RG 
77 1 FRC, Bayonne, N.Y . 
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guns, where it might be possible to give them incidental 

protection as may be available or desirable without 

marring the essential character of the emplacement. This 

is likewise true of the switchboard room and the power 
48 room . 

The plan that was ultimately approved by the Chief of Engineers 

envisioned a bombproof plotting and switchboard room that was 

separate from the main battery structure. The detailed plans were 

drawn in late 1922. 49 On February 10, 1923, bids were opened, 

and the lowest bidder ($29,457), Pearce Brothers Incorporated, a 

New York firm, was awarded the contract. 50 

The construction M this bombproof structure was to follow the 

designs of those drawn in late 1922. Some of the basic materials 

that went into its construction consisted of reenforced concrete and 

its component parts, hollow tiles (12 by 8 inches thick), clear wire 

glass for windows, and sand cover. The sand, which was to come 

from Fort Tilden, was to be placed at the sides, front, and top of 

the completed structure. An allowance of six percent was to be 

48. Ibid. 

49. 2nd Indorsement, Chief of Engineers to Adjutant General, 
February 11, 1922, to letter, N.Y. District Engineer to Chief of 
Engineers, subject: Designs for 16-inch emplacements, Ft. Tilden, 
N.Y. September 21, 1921, RG 77, NA; drawing in 3 sheets under 
the following heading; 11 Fort Tilden, N.Y., Protected Plotting Room 
and Switchboard Room Type A, 11 sheets 1, 2 and 3, December 11, 
1922, RG 77, NA (Appendixes 15, 16 and 17). 

50 . War Department Gun and Mortar Batteries, 1923, Battery 
Construction, Proposed for Constructing One Concrete Plotting 
Room and Switchboard Room; Abstract of Proposals, February 13, 
1923, both in RG 77, FRC, Bayonne, N.J. 
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made for shrinkage. Steel doors were to be hung at all door 

openings in the rear of the structure, the doors to be made of steel 

plates 5/16 of an inch thick. All window openings at the rear of 

the building were to be provided with steel gratings. 51 

The structure itself ·was probably completed in 1924. There is 

evidence, however, that even as late as 1925, electrical work was 

still going on at the structure. 52 

There is also some evidence, albeit fragmentary, that in the early 

1940s some work was accomplished on this structure in order to 
11 modernize 11 that facility. 53 This may account for the changes that 

clearly exist today, especially as the rear of the structure is 

effected. The structure today can be described as ah earthcovered 

and concrete casemate. It is roughly a rectangular, one-story 

building covered with earth and sand. The walls, floor, and roof 

are all concrete. There is only one entrance to the bunker, which 

is equipped with steel grille gates. There are several rooms inside 

off of the main corridor. There are no operating mechanical or 

electrical facilities. The tnajor changes made to the structure since 

it was first built seem to be in the rear where there are now no 

doors or windows ( lllustr~tion 24). 

51. Proposal for Constructing One Concrete Plotting Room and 
Switchboard Room, n.d., RG 77, FRC, Bayonne, N.J. 

54. 3rd Indorsement, N.Y. District Engineer to Chief of Engineer, 
July 17, 1923, to letter, N.Y. District Engineer to Chief of 
Engineer, subject: Completion of 16" Batttery Project, Fort Tilden, 
N.Y., July 7, 1923, RG 77, FRC, Bayonne, N.J.; N.Y. District 
Engineer to Chief of Engineer, subject: Report of Operations, 
Fortifications, September, 1924, October 9, 1924, RG 77, NA; N.Y. 
District Engineer to Chief of Engineers subject: Report of 
Operations, Fortifications, October 1925, November 9, 1925, RG 77, 
N.A . 

53. Annex F, Gas Defense, n.d., Miscellaneous Papers, RG 407, 
N.A. 
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Illustration 24 

Entrance to fire control 
and plotting room 

Building 413 
1979 
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Mine Casemate and Plotting Room (Building No. 511) 

This writer was unable to find much written evidence concerning 

the physical history of Building No. 511. Referred to as the Mine 

Casemate and Plotting Room, this structure, built during World War 

II, formed part of a mine battery consisting of three tactical units · 

each of which was located at Fort Hancock, Fort Wadsworth, and 

Fort Tilden . The mine casemate was the command post for the Fort 

Tilden branch of the submarine defenses. One of the few known 

documents uncovered by this writer refers to the mine casemate as 

a 11 new concrete 11 structure and as being 11 bombproof11 and 

containing 11,150 cubic feet . 54 

Today the mine casemate can be described as a structure consisting 

largely of reenforced concrete covered by sand and sod. The 

casemate has a m .-mber of flues extehding from the roof, which 

probably served as ventilators. There are two entrances on the 

north side, but access through these doorways is difficult because 

of heavy underbrush and deb~is from fallen members which block 

their passage (Illustrations 25 and 26). 

This structure is in poor condition. 

Groupment Command Post (Building No. 13) 

The Groupment Command Post (Building No. 13), the facility in 

which the operational activities of Fort Tilden were coordinated, is 

not listed in the Inventory Form of the National Register of Historic 

54. Annex F, 11 Gas Defense 11
, n.d., Miscellaneous Documents, RG 

407, NA. See also map, 11 Harbor Defenses of New York: Mine Shore 
Installations Fort Tilden, N.Y . 11

, August 1943, RG 407, NA. 

75 



Illustration 25 

Section of mine casemate 
Building 511 

1979 

Illustration 26 

Entrance to mine casemate 
Building 511 

1979 
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Places, but because of its important historic mission and its 

reasonably good condition, the Park has properly requested that 

this study treat the structure to some degree . It is, therefore, 

recommended that this structure be included in the Inventory Form 

of the National Register of Historic Places. 

Fortunately, there are a number of early drawings of this structure 

that have recently come to light which clearly depict its details and 

what each room was used for. The existing conditions of the 

structure reveal thCit it was largely. built according to plan. 

A Groupment Command Post had been located in a tempo·rary 

building at Fort Tilden before World War II . Planning to construct 

a permanent facility did not take place until about 1942. ·Before 

this facility could be permanently located, however, the question of 

locating a structure housing an SCR 582 at the · rear of the 

Groupment Command Post had also to be settled . After 

disagreements ensued, the existing location was finally settled 

upon. 55 

According to one drawing the proposed Groupment Command Post 

was to be about 50 by 50 , feet . 56 Because of the highly technical 

nature of this facility, it would be extremely difficult to provide a 

description of its various parts (Illustrations 27 and 28). However, 

this writer was fortunate to uncover a set of six detailed drawings 

which describe the structure as it was built during World War II . 

55. Map, 11 Proposed Location of C-2 C.P. and SCR 582 at Fort 
Ti.lden, N.Y., RG 407, N.A. 

56. Ibid . 
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Illustration 27 

Section of Groupment Command Post 
Building 13 

1979 
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Illustration 28 

Entrance to Groupment 
Command Post 

Building 13 
1979 
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These should be extremely helpful to architects, engineers, and 

preservationists in general. 57 

Nike - Hercules Structures 

The remains of the Nike-Hercules structures at Fort Tilden are 

concentrated in three areas. One of these, the launching area 

where the missiles were stored, serviced, and launched, was almost 

a square section bounded on the east and south by Hero Road and 

Haan Road respectively. The beach and ocean front was to the 

south. 58 

A second area was a radar tracking station which was located at the 

southwest corner of the reservation. The third area, a second 

tracking station, which was smaller than the first, was located 

almost at the northwest corner of Fort Tilden. To the west of this 

site was the old mine casemate (Building no . . 511), and to the north 

was Rockaway Beach Boulevard. 

Because of the highly classified nature of this military operation, 

the author was unable to gain access to official documents dealing 

with the Nike-Hercules Missile operation at Fort Tilden. Ironically, 

57. See the following drawings: (1) Service Command Project No. 
986, October 26, 1945, in 2 sheets (a) Modifications to Heating and 
Ventilating System, Plan and Details (b) Modifications to Heating 
and Ventilating System, Sections and Details~ (2) Groupment 
Command Post, December 17, 1943, in 4 sheets: (a) Grading Plan 
(b) General Plan (c) Gasproofing and Heating Details (d) Electrical 
and Plumbing Details, all formerly in the files of Fort Hamilton, 
N.Y., but now in Park files (Appendixes 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, and 
23). 

58 . See frontispiece map for these three areas. 
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• however, he was fortunate, to have uncovered a large collection of 

detailed drawings of many of the structures. 59 

Since these drawings are in such great detail and deal with a 

multitude of highly technical subjects, this writer has concluded 

that the treatment of these documents in any narrative form should 

be left to engineers and to other related professionals with a 

technical background. 

The writer was also very fortunate to have uncovered a sizeable 

number of photographs depicting the Ni ke-Hercules site at Fort 

T *ld d . •t h. . t . . d 60 1 en urmg 1 s IS ortc per1o . 

The launch area consisted of four elevators, two in front and two 

in the rear. There were four underground rooms where the missles 

were stored. The missles were brought to the surface by the four 

elevators and launched from pads on the ground. There was a 
total of sixteen launches or pads, counting the four elevators which 

also acted as launch pads. Eight of the launch pads were in front 

and eight were in the rear, forming two rows. Each row had a · 

track extending the full length of the launches. Upon reaching the 

surface by elevator, the missile would be carried along the track to 

59. These drawings, numbering about 20, have recently been 
acquired by the park from Fort Hamilton. Most of them appear 
under the general heading of Improved Nike-Hercules Syst~m. 

60. The negatives of 12 photographs are stored in the 
Audio-Visual Branch, Department of the Army, The Pentagon, 
Washington, D.C. The accession numbers of 11 illustrations 
included herein are SC 638174 (March 24, 1967) (Illustration 29), SC 
549837 (July 7, 1959) (Illustration 30), SC 549839 (July 7, 1959) 
(Illustration 31), SC 549838 (July 7, 1959) (Illustration 32), SC 
575228 (1959) (Illustration 33), SC 638173 (March 24, 1967) 
(Illustration 34), SC 638172 (March 24, 1967) (Illustration 35), SC 
638171 (March 24, 1976) (Illustration 36L SC 638170 (March 24, 
1967) (Illustration 37), SC 638169 (March 24, 1967) (Illustration 
38), and SC 634345 (October 17, 1966) (Illustration 39). 
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Illustration 29 

Missile in firing position 

Fort Tilden 

1967 

Courtesy U . S. Army 
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Illustration 30 

Aerial view of Nike-Hercules launch area 

Fort Tilden 

1959 

Courtesy U.S. Army 
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Illustration 31 

A second aerial view of Nike-Hercules launch area 

Fort Tilden 

1959 

Courtesy U.S. Army 
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Illustration 32 

A third aerial view of Nike-Hercules launch area 

Fort Tilden 

1959 

Courtesy U.S. Army 
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Illustration 33 

Close-up of a Nike-Hercules launch pad 

Fort Tilden 

1959 

Courtesy U . S. Army 
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Illustration 34 

Radar operator checks MTR in . 

Radar tracking station 

Fort Tilden 

1967 

Courtesy U,.S. Army 
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Illustration 35 

Section of target tracking radar 

Fort Tilden 

1967 

Courtesy U.S. Army 
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Illustration 36 

Section of missile tracking radar 

Fort Tilden 

1967 

Courtesy U.S. Army 
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Illustration 37 

Radar operator•s equipment in missile 

tracking radar 

Fort Tilden 

1967 

Courtesy U.S . Army 
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Illustration 38 

PPI scope in directory station of 

integrated fire control unit 

Fort Tilden 

1967 

Courtesy U.S. Army 
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Illustration 39 

Radar dome in fire control center 

Fort Tilden 

1966 

Courtesy U.S. Army 
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the proper launcher. The ·area containing · the launchers and 

elevators, or the launch area proper, was enclosed by a high wired 

fence. ·outside this highly restricted area but still within the missile 

launch site were several structures some built with concrete blocks 

and others with wood. They were all single story. These 

structures contained maintenance shops, storage space, and sentry 

boxes for servici'ng and policing both the missiles and launchers. 
I 

Within the larger area, which was 'also enclosed by a wire fence, 

was a dog kennel containing watch dogs employed to police the 

l~uncher site. 

The two radar tracking stations contained the radar domes (held up 
I 

by steel and concrete towers), fire control units, commanr post, 

shelters, sentry boxes, and maintenance and storage areas. Most 

of these structures were constructed of concrete blocks and some 

consisted of wood. 

Today. these three areas are in very poor condition. Two of the 

underground rooms of the launcher area are flooded, much of the 

steel equipment on the surface is missing, and what remains is 

rusted and deteriorated. The radar domes are no longer in place , 

and the highly technical equipment has been removed, presumably 

QY the U.S . . Army, from the buildings. Many of the wooden 

structures have fallen almost entirely to t;he ground (Illustrations 

40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, and 48). 

Many of the structures, particularly the wooden ones, are beyond 

salvage. Indeed, it mi~ht be questioned whether these structures 

are entirely essential for the inter:pretation of the Nfke-Hercules 

missile site at Fort Tilden. Howeve~, every effort should be made 

to stabilize and interpret the underground rooms~ elevators, . radar 
' 

towers, and some of the concrete buildings and fixed steel 

structures that remain above ground. 
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Illustration 41 
Silo doors in 
launcher area 

Nike-Hercules Site 
1979 
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Illustration 40 

Silo doors in 
launcher area 

Ni ke-Hercules Site 
1979 



Illustration 42 

Silo entrance hatch 
launcher area 

Nike-Hercules Site 
1979 

Illustration 43 

Stairwell leading to 
underground compartment 

launcher area 
Nike-Hercules Site 

1979 
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Illustration 44 

Radar tracking platforms 
tracking area 

Nike-Hercules Site 
1979 

Illustration 45 

Radar tracking platforms 
tracking area 

Nike-Hercules Site 
1979 

107 



Illustration 46 

Radar station center 
tracking area 

Ni ke-Hercules Site 
1979 
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Illustration 47 

Concrete structure 
tracking area 

Ni ke-Hercules Site 
1979 
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Illustration 48 

Insignia on command center 
tracking area 

Nike-Hercules Site 
1979 
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CHAPTER Ill: THE POST 

Chapel (Building T-3) 

The chapel (Building T-3) at Fort Tilden is typical of the desigh of 

Army chapels built during World War II. It was dedicated on 

October 12, 1941 during a very impressive ceremony. At the time 

it was briefly described as follows: 

The new chapel, which will seat 400, is designed in the 

rustic manner. . . . The ch~pel interior is in knotted 

pine with antique raft~rs and chandeliers, and the pews 

are in walnut. A sliding panel will conceal the alter when 

it is not in use. An electric organ is part of the chapel 
. t 1 eqUipmen . 

Additional pertinent details are to be found in drawings. The 

dimensions of the chapel are about 81 feet long by 62 feet at its 

widest point. Upon entering the chapel, there is a small vestibule. 

On the right side of the vestibule is a consultation room and on its 

left a cloak room. On both sides of the sanctuary are the 

chaplains• offices, and behind the sanctuary is the boiler room. 2 

The chapel also had a balcony that hung from the rear, access 

through which was from the cloak room. 

The chapel is largely built of timber siding. The roof was made of 

green asphalt shingle. The square base of the steeple had timber 

1. Brooklyn Eagle, New York City, October 9, 1941; New York 
Herald Tribune, October 13, 1941 . 

2. Drawing, 11 Regimental Chapel, Type CH-1 (modified), Plans 
an.d Electrical Drawing No. 800-550M, 11 June 1, 1942, in park files. 
(Appendix 24). 
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siding on three sides and a lower window on the front. The top of 

the steeple, like the roof, consisted of green asphalt shingles. 3 

The chapel does not appear to have undergone any major alterations 

since it was built . It appears to be in good to fair condition. 

(Illustrations 49, 50, 51, and 52). 

Recreation Building (Building T-149) 

Unfortunately, no plans were found of the recreation building 

(Building T-149); however, we were fortunate to have come across 

a completion report of the construction in the National Archives. 

• 

The structure was actually completed in February 1941 under a 

contract drawn up in November 1940 to construct 68 buildings of 

varying sizes at Fort Tilden. 4 Under this large contract two. 

recreational buildings of the same type (Type RB-I) were built. 

One of these, the structure being considered in this study, was 

referred to as the Regimental Recreation Building and the other was 

referred to as the Officers' Recreation Building. When they were 

first built, the former was listed as Building T-158. It was then 

described as being 25 feet east of Burgess Road. 5 

When constructed this building was 99 by 37 feet in dimensions, 
6 and it was intended to hold a capacity crowd of 1 ,000. It 

3. For complete details of the chapel, see ibid. and Drawing, No. 
800-551, "Regimental Chapel, Type CH-1," September 3, 1941, in 
park files (Appendix 25). 

4. Completion Report For Construction and Completion of 
Temporary Housing at Fort Tilden, New York, Contract No . W 6511 
gm-99, Ql. 136 Dated November 12, 1940, RG 77, NA. 

5. Ibid. • 6. ·Ibid. 
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Illustration 49 

Chapel 
1979 

Illustration 50 

Looking towards sanctuary 
Chapel 

1979 
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Illustration 51 

Interior view of chapel windows 
1979 

Illustration 52 

Ceiling rafters and chandeliers 
of Chapel 

1979 
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consisted of a one-story frame building. All footings were 

excavated to a depth of about three feet, six inches below grade. 

The superstructure was constructed on concrete piers and walls, 

and it was framed in with lumber. The exterior sidewalls were 

built of one by eight-inch drop siding applied horizontally over 

gypsum sheathing nailed at all bearings over waterproof sheathing. 

The ceiling was finished with Can-ite Insulating Board, and the 

walls, with the exception of the heater and projection rooms, were 

finished with one by six T and G wood wainscot and Can-ite 

Insulating Board above it. 7 

The floors were constructed of 11 No. 2 11 pine laid on standard 

one-inch pine sub-flooring with the exception of the projection room 

and lobby which were made of cement and concrete respectively. 

The roof was framed in and covered with asphalt-prepared roofing. 

No interior painting was done on the building, but the exterior was 

painted a light buff. The doors and platforms were painted gray. 

A twenty-foot ladder and two coal boxes were installed inside the 

building. A furnace and a ticket window were also provided. The 

structure had no toilet. Th~ total cost of construction was 
8 $10,409. 

It is obvious, even to the layman viewing this building, that some 

changes to the recreation building have been made over the years. 

Today the floor reveals that a large rectangular segment was 

converted to a dance floor. Interior views of the structure also 

show that changes were made to the walls and possibly to the 

7. Ibid. 

8. Ibid . 
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ceiling and fixtures. A comparison 

exterior with more recent ones reveal 

Barracks (Building No. 1) 

of early photographs of the 

little change on the exterior. 9 

Building No. 1 is a large permanent brick structure which served 

several purposes at different periods: first, it was built to be used 

as an enlisted mens• barracks; later it .was converted to serve as a 

hospital annex; and finally, it was used as a headquarters. This 

building is located to the south of the parade ground just off of 

Murray Road. 

. ~ 
I 

Work to construct this structure was begun on August 10, 1938 and 

completed on May 2S, 1939 (lllu.stration 60). When first built it was 

called the New Detachment Barracks. It was built essentially to . 

provide much-needed permanent quarters for enlisted men who up . 
. I 

to that time were living in old cantonment quarters built in 1917. 

The structure was built through W.P.A. funds and labor but under 

the supervision of the Post Quartermaster of Fort Tilden. Briefly 

described, the barracks was a two-story, permanent brick building 

with dimensions of 40 by 87 feet, containing sleeping and eating 

facilities for 49 men . 10 

The completion report describes the work accomplished in some 

detail if not with great clarity: 

9. See illustrations 53 and 54, RG77, NA, and illustrations 55, 
56, 57, 58, and 59 taken by author. 

10. 5th Indorsement, Quartermaster Corps to Commanding General, 
Second Corps Area, subject: Housing at Fort Tilden, New York, 
November 28, 1940, RG 5, NA; Completion Report of Erection of 
New Barracks, Building No. 1 at Fort Tilden, New York by W.P.A . • 
of the City of New York, n.d., RG 77, NA. 
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Illustration 53 

Recreation building 
looking west 

ca. 1943 
Courtesy National Archives 

Illustration 54 

Recreation building 
looking east 

ca . 1943 
Courtesy National Archives 
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Illustration 55 

Recreation building 
looking west 

1979 

Illustration 56 

Recreation building 
stage 
1979 
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Illustration 57 

Recreation building 
dance floor 

1979 

Illustration 58 

Recreation building 
interior 

1979 
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Illustration 59 

Recreation building 
another interior view 

1979 
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Illustration 60 

Building No. 1 
rear view 
ca. 1943 

Courtesy National Archives 
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General construction consists of exterior 12 11 brick walls, 

4 11 face brick, 8 11 common brick, reinforced concrete 

footings, foundation walls to 1st floor line, column and 

stairs, interior 4 11 T.C. [terra cotta] and glazed 4 11 T.C. 

partitions, wood ridge construction for roof including 

dormers, gables, and pediments, bangor slate roof over 

slaters felt and sheathing, copper flashing, gutters, and 

downspouts, necessary mill work for eaves, gables 

pediments, dormer windows, double hung windows, door 

and trim, kalamine door and trim, steel sash for basement 

windows; misc. [sic] iron consisting of coal chutes [,] 

basement window guards, pipe railings in yard and for 

concrete stairs in building, pipe ash hoist, clean out 
I 

. doors, and wrought iron front railings; cement plaster 
I 

coat for all interior partitions and ceilings, cast stone 

sills, band course, main entrance headstones and pillars; 

misc. [sic] steel consisting of lintels, bolts, anchor 

straps, etc., wheather stripping [sic] of windows and 

doors; necessary hardware, sewer and water lines from 

main sanitary sewer and main water line respectively; 

painting three (3) coats interior walls, interior and 

exterior of windows and doors including trim . 11 

The basement contained the following rooms and areas: boiler room, 

fuel room, open basement area, issue room, coal chutes, and 

kitchen stores. The first floor contained a squad room, day room, 

mess hall, kitchen, pantry, barber shop, battery commander•s 

office, and orderly room. The second floor consisted of two squad 

11. Ibid. 
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rooms, NCO (non-commis-sioned officers) rooms, cooks' room,. and 

latrine. The third floor consisted of an open attic. 12 

The building cost the government $102,186.97. 13 

The structure did not serve as a barracks for very long for in 1941 

it was converted into a much-needed auxiliary hospital, serving as 

part of a hospital complex at Fort Tilden . 14 

In later years, perhaps in the 1960s, the structure was converted 

to a headquarters. It now serves as the headquarters of an Army 

Reserve engineer unit. (Illustrations 61 and 62). 

Theater (Building T-4) 

In 1940 the commander of Fort Tilden had this to say about 

conditions at the fort: 

Reference is again .made to the isolation of this post. 

The nearest motion picture is at least two miles distant 

12. Ibid . 

13. Ibid . There are several drawings of the building made just 
before it was constructed which should be consulted for further 
detai Is. These are numbered 646/63028 ( 6 of 6), 646/62990 ( 1 of 
5) , 646/63028 (5 of 6), 646/62990 (3 of 5), and 646/62990 (4 of 5), 
all dated September 3, 1938, in park files. (Appendixes 26, 27, 
28, 29, and 30). 

14 . 5th Indorsement, Quartermaster Corps to Adjutant General, 
January 22 , 1941, to letter 7th Coast Artillery to Second Corps 
Area, subject: Housing at Fort Tilden, New York, November 28 , 
1940, RGS, NA; memorandum, Hall to Adjutant General, subject : 
Hospitalization at Fort Tilden, New York, February 19, 1941, RG 
77, NA; see also drawing No . 646/62990 (2 of 5), n·. d., in park 
files which was concerned with the conversion of the barracks to an 
auxiliary hospital . (Appendix 31) 
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II lustration 61 

Front of Building No. 1 
1979 

II I ustration 62 

Building No. 1 
another view 

1979 

124 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

from the post, and admission prices are considerably 

higher than the usual rates at War Department 

theaters. . .• In brief it must be said that the members of 

this command are thrown almost entirely upon their own 

resources for recreation, exercise, and amusement, and it 

is therefore believed that the construction of a theater 

and a gymnasium is an imperative necessity. 15 

The Commanding General of the Second Corps Area, through whom 

all such requests funneled, agreed that the conditions outlined by 

the commander of Fort . Tilden 11 fully justify the construction of this 

theater. 1116 The request for a theater was ultimately granted along 

with the major construction that was being considered at this time 

for Fort Tilden . 17 

The new theater (at first numbered Building 174 but now Building 

T-4) was completed on February 28, 1941. At the time it was 

completed its dimensions were 99 by 37 feet, and it seated 350 
18 persons. It was a one-story frame building, the superstructure 

15. Commander, Fort Tilden, to Commanding General, Second 
Corps Area, subject: Housing at Fort Tilden, New York, November 
28 I 1940 I R G 77 I N A . 

16. 1st Indorsement, Commanding General, Second Corps Area to 
Adjutant General, December 12, 1940, to letter, Commander, Fort 
Tilden, to Commanding General, Second Corps Area, subject: 
Housing at Fort Tilden, New York, November 28, 1940, RG 77, NA. 

17. 6th Indorsement, Adjutant General to Quartermaster General, 
March 1, 1941, to letter Commander, Fort Tilden, to Commanding 
General, Second Corps Area, subject: Housing at Fort Tilden, New 
York, November 28, 1940, RG 77, NA. 

18. Completion Report for Construction and Completion of Tem­
porary Housing at Fort Tilden, New York, contract dated November 
12 I 1940 I R G 77 I N A . 
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of which was built on concrete walls. The wall sidings were hung 

in the same manner as the recreation building, that is, applied 

horizontally over gypsum sheathing nailed at bearings over 

waterproof sheathing paper, which in turn covered the wall 

sheathing. The walls at the stage end of the auditorium and the 

stage front were finished with plywood wainscot over Can-ite 

insulating board to a height of three feet. The walls at the 

entrance end of the auditorium and in the lobby, office sacristy, 

and consultation room were finished with plywood .wainscot over 

Can-ite insulating board to a height of four feet. Walls and 

ceilings in the toilet and storage rooms were finished with one by 

six T and G boards. The walls and ceilings throughout the 

remainder of the building were finished with Can-ite insulating 

board. 19 

The interior was left unpainted at the time the theatre was 

finished, but the exterior was painted a light buff by W. P. A. 

labor. · The doors and platforms were painted gray. The roof was 

framed in and covered with asphalt-prepared roofing. The exterior 

platforms were concrete with wooden steps. The theater was 

supplied with three coal boxes and a ticket window. (Illustration 

63). The total cost of construction was $14,600. 20 

There is some evidence that alterations were made to the theater 

over the years. An on-site examination of the interior reveals that 

the existing cushioned seats were a later addition. In fact, the 

seats of most World War II Army theaters were made entirely of 

wood. In the existing concrete floor of the theater one can observe 

iron strips imbedded in the concrete, indicating where the original 

seats had been anchored. 

19 . Ibid. 

20. Ibid. 
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Illustration 63 

Theater 
ca. 1943 

Courtesy National Archives 
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Another change that took place during the 1950s was the adtlition 

or, perhaps more proper I y stated, the modification of the air 

conditioning system in the theater. There is a drawing in existence 

that provides the details for the changes. 21 

With the exception of the changes noted above, the appearance of 

the theater did not change noticeably. 

Two Officers Quarters (Building Nos. 22 and 23) 

Building No. 22 (originally listed as Building No. 30) was the 

commander's family quarters. This building was constructed by the 

W.P.A. from designs made by the Army, and it cost $32,312.48. It 

was begun on January 10, 1938 and completed on August 20, 1938. 

(Illustration 64)22 

When first built it was a two-story brick building with a one-story 

attached garage and a two-story sleeping and sun porch. The 

basement consisted of a boiler room, coal storage, open basement 

area, coal door, laundry trays, and ash pit. The foundations 

consisted of reenforced concrete and the floor of concrete. The 

first floor consisted of a living room with a brick hearth and 

concealed radiators. The front porch was open having wooden 

pilasters, brick steps, and a metal roof over a pediment. This 

floor also contained a dining room, kitchen, maid's room, and 

bathroom. The kitchen contained space for a refrigerator, range, 

21. Drawing, "Installation of Air Conditioning and Modification~ to 
Post Theater Building T-174- Ft. Tilden, N.Y.," January 17, 
1956, No. 481, in park files. 

• • 

• 

22. Completion Report of Erection of New Officers' Quarters. • 
.Building No. 30 at Fort Tilden, New York. By W.P.A. of the City 
of New York, n.d., RG 77, NA. 
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Illustration 64 

Commanding officer 1s quarters 
Building No. 22 

ca. 1943 
Courtesy National Archives 
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sink, and closets, and its floor was covered with a linoleum carpet. 

An enclosed sun porch on the east side of the house on this level 

had double-hung windows. The garage, which was attached to the 

house, had an entrance from . the service stairs. The garage 

consisted of a cement floor, metal roof, and roll-up doors. There 

were brick steps in the rear of the house leading up to the sun 

porch. 23 

The second floor contained a master bedroom, with closet, concealed 

radiation, and an attached bathroom. There were two smaller 

bedrooms, also with closets, on this floor. The sleeping porch on 

this level was directly over the sun porch. The roof of this 

structure consisted of Bangor slate over slaters• felt, copper 

leaders, and gutters. The roof contarned dormer windows, 

consisting of shiplap board siding. 24 

The year after this structure was completed, certain minor changes 

and additions were made to it in the form of weatherproofing, 

b d d d h . 't 25 Th t I cup oar s, storm oors, an ot er mmor 1 ems. e s ructure s 

appearance today does not differ substantially from when it was 

first built. (Illustrations 65 and 66). 

23. Ibid. 

24. Ibid. There is an excellent drawing of this building, done by 
the W. P. A., which provides a front view, rear view, and side 
elevations. See drawing, 11 Second Corps Area, Fort Tilden, New 
York, Company Officers Quarters, Elevations, .. No. 61-2, ca. 1938, 
in park files. (Appendix 32) 

25. Drawing, 11 Second Corps Area, Fort Tilden, New York, 
Alteration to Post Buildings, . Misc. Repairs and Replacements, 
Officers Quarters No. 30, 11 No. D-63-9, ca. 1939, in park files. 
This drawing also shows the floor plans of each story. 
(Appendix 33) 
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Illustration 65 

Commanding officer 1s quarters 
Building No. 22 

front view 
1979 

Illustration 66 

Commanding officer 1s quarters 
Building No. 22 

rear view 
1979 
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This writer was unable to find any historical evidence dealing with 

Building No. 23. It must therefore leave any description of the 

historic fabric of this structure up to the historical architect. It is 

obvious that the structure was built around the same time as 

Building No. 22, although a much smaller structure. (Illustrations 

67 and 68). 

Double NCO Quarters (Building 60A and 60B, with Garage, 

Building II) 

The double NCO (non-commissioned officers) quarters (Building 60A 

and 608) was perhaps the first permanent type quarters to be built 

on the post. Built in 1918-1919 this well-built structure consisted 

of fireproof materials and terra cotta blocks and concrete. 
26 

• 

An illustration of the buildihg taken just after it was completed • 

reveals a two-story structure with attic and basement. One open 

wooden porch fronted the full length of the building and almost a 

similar porch was at the rear. At each end of the front porch were 

steps leading up to the porch. From the porch were two doorways 

leading to two apartments. On the first level were four windows 

and on the second level were four windows overlooking the roof of 

the porch. On the south side of the structure were three large 

windows, two on the first level and one on the second. At the 

same end of the building and as part of the attic there was a 

semicircular window. 

26. Completion Report, Coast Defenses of New York, Part II, RG 
407, NA; 2nd Indorsement, Headquarters, Second Corps Area to 
Adjutant General, October 26, 1927, RG 77, NA. 
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Illustration 67 

Officer's quarters 
Building No. 23 

front view 
1979 

Illustration 68 

Officer's quarters 
Building No. 23 

rear view 
1979 
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The terra cotta tiles of which the structure is built and the semi­

circular windows of the attic gave the building a distinctive sense 

of beauty. 27 From the standpoint of architectural uniqueness and 

age this structure far surpasses any of the other structures at Fort 

Tilden, and is therefore worthy of preservation. 

It was probably not until 1937-1938 that extensive alterations were 

made to the double NCO quarters. By this time the interior was in 

very bad condition, making it necessary to rehabilitate the e.ntire 

interior. The exterior brick walls, through which water leaked 

during heavy rains, were painted and waterproofed. The heating 

system was improved. The old lath and plaster were removed from 

the walls and ceilings and replaced with metal lath, new plaster, 

and craftex. The lighting fixtures were replaced with modern 

fixtures, and convenience outlets were installed in all rooms. Old 

wood trim was also replaced and painted. The walls and floors of 

both rooms were tiled, and new plumbing and electrical fixtures 

were installed. Finally, . the porches were remodeled and enclosed, 

and new floors wer~ put in. The total cost of this major alteration 
28 was $10,327.94. (Illustrations 70, 71, and 72). 

The garage (Building No. 11) was built in September-November 1937 

to house staff non-commissioned officers• privately owned 

automobiles. It held two automobiles. It was 21 feet, 9 inches 

long, 21 fe~t, 2 inches wide, and 16 feet high. Each bay was 20 

feet by 9 feet, 8 inches . The structure consisted of a concrete 

27 . Illustration 69, RG 77, NA. 

28. Completion Report of Rehabilitation of N.C . O.'s Quarters, 
Building No. 60 A and GOB at Fort Tilden, New York, ca. 1938, RG 
77, NA. See also 10 blueprints titled "Double Set of N. C.O. 
Quarters," drawn up by the Second Corps Area, n.d., W.P.A. 
Administration, City of New York, Official Project No. 365-97-2-12, 
in park files. 
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Illustration 69 

Double NCO quarters 
ca. 1919 

Courtesy National .Archives 

Illustration 70 

Double NCO quarters 
viewed from southeast 

1979 
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Illustration 71 

Double NCO quarters 
viewed from northeast 

1979 

II lustration 72 

Double NCO quarters 
viewed from northwest 

1979 
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foundation, concrete r.amp, and a floor with a wire mesh 

reenforcement. The outside walls were made of cinder blocks 

covered with cement stucco. The inside partition consisted of wood 

frame with corrugated steel on one side. There were roll-up 

entrance doors and double-hung windows. The roof had asbestos 

shingle, copper gutters, and leaders. The building cost 

$2,130.97. 29 

There were probably no significant alterations made to the garage 

since it was first built. (Illustration 73). 

Parade Ground 

In a strong plea to gain the support of higher headquarters for 

much-needed construction, the commander of Fort Tilden stated in a 

letter that 11 the most striking commentary relative to the physical 

plant of this station is that the post is forced to use one of the 

masts of the inactive radio station as a flagpole. 1130 In his lette,r 

he strongly recommended the constr.uction of a flagpole in addition 

to other important facilities. 

The establishment of a flagpole, as well as a parade ground, had 

never been made a part of any permanent type construction at Fort 

Tilden. Indeed, as we have already , seen, it was not until 1938 

29. Completion Report of Two Car Garage Building No. 11 at Fort 
Tilden, New York, Built by W. P. A. _of the City of New York, n. d., 
RG 77, NA. There is one blueprint titled 11 Pian-Eievation and 
Section, Two Car-Garage, 11 ·date approved July 29, 1937, in park 
files. 

30 . Commander, 7th Coast Artillery to Commanding General, 
Second Corps Area, subject: Housing at Fort Tilden, New York, 
November 28, 1940, RG 5, NA. 
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that a permanent enlisted men•s barracks had been built. The 

'nactive status of Fort Tilden for more than 20 years was a 

mitigating factor against the construction of a permanent parade 

ground. Nevertheless, this did not hide the fact that the facilities 

built during World War I were now so deteriorated that some drastic 

measures were needed to place Fort Tilden in a better shape if it 

was to serve its . mission in World War II. 

In spite of the inactive status of Fort Tilden following World War I, 

a section of the eastern part of the reservation had been set aside 

for permanent facilities of the post. The permanent parade ground 

was one of these facilities. It was not until 1941, however, that 

the construction of this parade ground, including a 75-foot steel 

flagpole, was finally authorized. 31 

The parade ground, which was square-shaped and described by one 

newspaper as being three acres in size, was bounded by Barret 

Road on the north, Heinzelman Road on the west, Murray Road on 

the south, and Davis Road on the east. There is little his'torical 

data on the parade ground, but we do know that the ground was to 

be seeded, rolled hard, and landscaped. In order to construct the 

parade ground it was necessary to demolish eleven World War I 

cantonment buildings. 32 

The flagpole itself was to be set in a handsomely-cut stone with 

inscriptions of the installation, organization, and United States 

Coast Artillery insignia. The stone was cut in a shop in New York 

31. 5th Indorsement, Quartermaster General to Adjutant General, 
January 22, 1941, to letter, Commander, 7th Coast Artillery to 
Commanding General, Second Corps Area, subject: Housing at Fort 
Tilden, New York, November 28, 1940, RG 5, NA . 

32. 11 Fort Tilden Work Pushed by WPA Men, 11 The New York Times, 
April 13, 1941. 
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City . The flagpole stood, as it still does today, at the northeast 

corner of the parade ground . 33 (Illustrations 74, 75, and 76). 

Motor Repair Shop (Building No. T-216) 

The Motor Repair Shop, formerly Building No. 164 but now Building 

No. T-216, was completed in February 1941 at about the same time 

that extensive construction · was going on at Fort Tilden. The shop 

is located about fifteen feet from the northwesterly end of Dunn 

Circle in the area once occupied by the Corps of Engineers . 

When built, its dimensions were 84 by 37 feet. It was a one-story 

frame building, the superstructure of which rested on concrete 

foundation walls. The exterior side walls were constructed of one 

by eight-inch drop siding applied horizontally over gypsum 

sheathing, driven up tight and securely nailed . The interior walls 

were generally unfinished except for the walls of the store room 

and office which were lined with wood sheathing. The ceilings were 
I 

generally finished with gypsum sheathing. The floors of the 

storeroom, office, and shop consisted of cement. The building was 

provided with sliding doors constructed of two thicknesses laid 

diagonally and vertically. The exterior was painted a light buff 

with the exception of the doors and platforms which were painted 

gray . The roof was framed in and covered with asphalt-prepared 

roofing : The structure was provided with a 17.-foot ladder and two 

coal boxes. It had no toilet. The cost of construction was 

$7,383. 34 

33 . 11 Flagpole Rites Set At Fort Tilden , 11 an unidentified news 
article in park files. 

• 

• 

34 . Completion Report For Construction and Completion of • 
Temporary Hous ing at Fort Tilden, New York, Contract No. W 6511 
qms -99, 0.1. 136, dated November 12,1940, RG 77, NA. 
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Illustration 74 

Section of Parade Ground 
looking northwest 

1979 
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II lustration 75 

Parade Ground 
looking north with 

flagpole in the distance 
1979 



Illustration 76 

Base of flagpole 
1979 
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Because this structure is used by the U.S. Army, the writer was 

unable to gain access to the interior in order to describe its 

present appearance and condition. 

Ordnance Building (Building No. 219) 

The construction of the Ordnance Building (formerly Building No. 

20 but now Building No . 219) was begun in February 1937 and 

completed in January 1938. Built with W. P. A. labor, it cost 

$73,413. 35 

The new structure was built to replace an old ordnance machine 

shop and storeroom buildings built during World War I. The 

dimensions of the structure were 42 by 127 feet. It consisted of 

reenforced concrete footings, cinder concrete blocks, face brick 

exterior walls, and a reenforced concrete first floor. The plan of 

the first story consisted of right and left wings, each the same 

size, and a central section. The second story extended only over 

the central · section. The floor plan of the second story was 

therefore much smaller than the lower story. The lavatories and 

showers were tiled. All doors, door frames, windows, window 

frames, and interior trim were made of wood. 36 (Illustration 77). 

35. Completion Report of Erection of New Ordnance Building, 
Building No. 20, at Fort Tilden, New York, By W.P.A. of the City 
of New York, n.d., RG 77, NA. 

36. Ibid. There are six drawings on linen, including elevations 
and floor plans, made before the building was constructed. These 
should be consulted for a detailed explanation of the building•s 
description. See drawing, Project Number 265-97-2000, General re­
vision made January 8, 1937, in park files, which shows second 
story plan and roof of first story. (Appendix 34) 
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Illustration 77 

Ordnance Bulding 
(Later a headquarters) 

1939 
Courtesy National Archives 
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There is evidence that in 1939 this structure served an entirely 

different purpose then when it was originally built by becoming the 

headquarters of Fort Tilden. In making this functional change it 

was probably necessary to make extensive alterations so that it 

could be used essentially for offices . There is some concrete 

evidence found in drawings that in the 1960s certain windows of the 

structure were closed in by red brick, an attempt to match the 

brick of the rest of the structure. Other changes were also made 

at this time. 37 

Engineer•s Office (Building No . 201) 

The Engineer•s Office (formerly Building No. 49 but now Building 

No. 201) was built soon after World War I. It is therefore one of 

the few oldest buildings stll remaining at Fort Tilden. There is 

little documentary evidence concerning this structure, but we are 

fortunate to have two drawings of its floor plans. The first floor 

plan indicates that in addition to a wide piazza extending the full 

length of the building on the front, this floor contained a clerk 1s 

office, drafting room, vault, large hall, and two small toilets, 

presumably one for enlisted men, the other for officers. All the 

exterior walls cons-sted of red terra cotta blocks while the corners 

and chimney stack were made of red brick. The interior partitions 

were made of frame. The superstructure rested on concrete walls, 

and the six square columns that held up the porch were made of 

b . k 38 r1c . 

37. Drawing, 11 Repairs to Bldg. No. 219, Fort Tilden, N.Y., 11 

approved March 1, 1968, in park files. 

38 . Drawing No . 1, Cellar Floor Plan, and Drawing No. 2 , First 
Floor Plan, ca. 1918, RG 77, Cartographic Branch, NA . 
(Appendixes 35 and 36) 
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The architectural style of this structure and the materials that were 

used in its construction resernble those of the Double NCO 

Quarters. Therefore, it is strongly believed that these permanent 

structures were built at about the same time, that is, at the end of 

1918, beginning of 1919. 

The structure is now covered with stucco, which was probably a 

later alteration. 

Engineer Storehouse (Building No. 204) 

• 

The Engineer Storehouse, formerly Building No. 44 but now 

Building 204, was built about 1923-1924. Except for two early 

drawings, this writer was unable to find much documentary 

evidence concerning the building's ap~earance. Nevertheless, the • 

two drawings reveal that it was 27 feet high (one story) and 78 

feet, 3 inches long by 39 feet, 6 inches wide. It had three 

windows in the front and three in the rear. It also had two steel 

rollaway doors in the front. Also in the front of the building was 

a long platform about eight feet wide by about 45 feet long. The 

structure was made of hollow tile set on a concrete foundation. 

Th t •t• . th . t . 39 ere were no par 1 rons rn e rn error. 

Today, there are some differences in the appearance of this 

building from the time when it was first built. First of all, there 

is now a stepped gable roof instead of the pitched roof observed in . 

the drawings. Secondly, the porch now runs the full length of the 

building. 

39. Drawing in 2. sheets: "Fort Ti I den, N.Y., U.S. Engineer 
Depart-ment Store House," October 18, 1923, RG 77, Cartographic • 
Branch, NA. (Appendixes 37 and 38) 
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The Wharf (Dock No. 209) 

A wharf (formerly Dock No. 70 but now Dock No. 209) existed from 

the very beginning when Fort Tilden was established. It provided 

a very important facility in that everything that was shipped to 

Fort Tilden had to come by way of the wharf. Hence, with such 

heavy traffic, it was inevitable that the dock would be in need of 

constant repair and replacement of parts. The first evidence of 

major repairs made to the wharf was in 1937-1938. The repairs 

were extensive judging from the cost of $35,042.56. The work 

consisted of the replacement of all rotted piles, timbers, creosoted 

timbers, docking, dock sheathing, bolts, nuts, cross bracing, and 

a miscellaneous assortment of materials. At this time a standard 

gauge railroad track was also laid ~o the full length of the dock. 

The dock itself was 180 feet long by 33 feet wide. 40 (Illustrations 

78 and 79) . 

There is evidence of further repairs rriade to the wharf in 1944 and 

again in 1951. 41 

40. Completion Report of Dock No. 70 At Fort Tilden, New York 
Built by W.P.A. of the City of New York, n.d., RG 77, NA. 

41. Drawing, 11 Repairs and Reinforcement of 
of Derrick, Fort Tilden, N.Y., 11 April 15, 
drawing, 11 Fort Tilden Wharf, 11 August 7, 
(Appendixes 39 and 40) 

Wharf and Installation 
1944, in park files; 
1951, in park files. 
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Illustration 78 

Wharf 
showing railroad tracks 

1938 
Courtesy National Archives 

Illustration- 79 

Wharf 
showing piles 

1938 
Courtesy National Archives 
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• CHAPTER IV: RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. An historic resource study is strongly recommended for Fort 

Tilden. The research that would be undertaken would not only 

bring to light data dealing with the military history of the fort (an 

attempt only briefly made in Chapter I of this study), but would in 

all probability add to the knowlec;tge of the physical history of 

cultural properties. 

2. Much needs to be done to preserve the casemates of Battery 

Harris, but it is recommended that they only be stabilized and 

interpreted in their present condition. If one sixteen-inch gun is 

available somewhere, which is doubtful, it would complement one of 

the casemates and contribute enormously to the interpretation of 

• Battery Harris. 

• 

3. As important elements of the coastal defenses of Fort Tilden 

both Battery Construction No. 220 and Battery Kessler should be 

stabilized to prevent further deterioration. If a six-inch gun of 

the period can be obtained, it would contribute to the interpretation 

of this cultural resource. 

4. Some adaptive use can . be made of the four magazines 

(Buildings 401, 405, 409, 414) of Battery Harris, while retaining 

the small gauge tracks and other parts of the interior of at least 

one of the magazines for interpretive purposes. 

5. At least one of the three power plants (Buildings 407, 408, 

412) used to support the guns of Battery Harris should be retained 

and preserved for some adaptive use . 
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6. A partial restoration of the fire control and plotting room 

(Building 413) would provide the park with an excellent interpretive 

facility, since this structure played an important role in the 

operation of Battery Harris. 

7. Stabilizing and partially restoring the facade of the mine 

casemate (Building 511) . will contribute to the interpretation of the 

mine defense mission of Fort Tilden. 

8. Because of its important historic mission and its reasonably 

good condition, Building 13 (Groupment Command Post) should be 

included in the Inventory Form of the National Register of Historic 

Places. 

9. Although many of the structures, especially the wooden ones, 

in the Nike-Hercules missile site are beyond repair and should be 

removed with little loss, every effort should be made to stabilize 

and interpret the launch pads, underground rooms, elevators, 

radar towers, and a few of the concrete and steel structures that 

remain above ground. 

10. The chapel (Building T-3) could be restored to serve its 

original purpose, that is, as a place of worship and interfaith 

activities. There are only two or three. of the original pews 

remaining, but other pews could be duplicated to furnish the chapel 

as it looked during World War II. 

11. The recreation building (Building T-149) should be stabilized 

and repaired for a variety of different uses ranging from recreation 

to education. 

12. The theater (Building T-4) should be stabilized and preserved 

without removing any of the fixed seats. It can be used for a 

variety of functions ranging from movies and plays to education and 

interpretive programs. 
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13. Because it is the oldest permanent structure at Fort Tilden 

and because of its architectural uniqueness, the. double NCO 

quarters (Building 60A and 60B) should receive extensive 

preservation treatment. It could be used as quarters for park 

personnel although other uses can also be foufld. 

14. When complete access is possible to Buildings T-216, 219, 201, 

and 204, structures in the old Corps of Engineers area,. it is 

strongly recommended that they be carefully examined by 

architectural historians for further information on the historical 

fabric. In the meantime, every effort should be made to preserve 

t he permanent structures, particularly Building 201, which was the 
Post Engineer•s office .' 
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number of original drawings mostly pertaining to fortifications. 
One must be careful not to mistake some of the drawings for 
the executed plan, however. 

Washington, D. C. National Archives and Records Service. Records 
of the Adjutant General's Office, 1917 Administrative 
Services Division, Operations Branch, Special Projects, Harbor 
Defense. Record Group 407. A valuable collection of documents 
dealing with harbor defenses and other related matters. 

Washington, D. C. National Archives and Records Service. Records 
of United States Army Coast Artillery Districts and Defenses, 
1901-1942. Record Group 392. This collection contains 
Battery Emplacement Books and was of some use in the 
preparation of the Historic Structure Report of Fort Tilden. 

Washington, D. C. National Archives and Records Service. 
of the War Department General and Special Staffs. 
Group 165 . Contains some material useful to a history 
Tilden. 

Washington, D. C. National Archives and Records Service. 

Records 
Record 
of Fort 

Records of the Chiefs of Arms. Record Group 177. These are 
of minimal use to a physical history of Fort Tilden. 

Publications 

Anonymous. 
Review. 

11 Anti-aircraft Guns moved to Fort Tilden. 11 Rockaway 
January 1951. 

Anonymous. 11 Army Vacates Tenants. 11 Rockaway Review. February 
1951. 

Anonymous. 11 Uncle Sam•s Acres. 11 Rockaway Review. June 1948. 

Osborne, Edwin A. 11 Rockaway -- One of the Major Protection 
Points of New York Harbor. 11 Rockaway Review. June 1941. 

Terrible, V. T. 11 Rockaway 1s Neighbor: Fort Tilden. 11 Rockaway 
Review . December 1949. 

Lewis, Emanuel Raymond. Seacoast Fortifications of the United 
States . Washington, D. C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1970. An excellent treatise on the general subject of coastal 
artillery but contains nothing on Fort Tilden. 
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Newsp.apers 

The New York Times. February 9, 1917. November 10, 1927. 
June 19, · 1951. April 13, 1941. 

New York Herald Tribune. November 29, 1945. December 31, 
195o. May 21, 1946. · June 5, 1958. September 26, 1958 . 
July 23, 1935. May 30, 1940. October 13, 1941. 

New York American. February 9, 1917. 

The Sun. New York City. February 9, 1917. 

Brooklyn Eagle. New York City. January 25, 1946. January 8, 
1951. · October 9, 1941. 

Brooklyn Tablet. New York City. January 26, 1946. 

National Park Service Studies 

Wrenn, Tony P. 11 General History of the Jamaica Bay, Breezy Point, 
and .Staten Island Units, Gateway National Recreation Area, 
New York N. Y . 11 October 1975. A study prepared for the 
North Atlantic Region, N.P . . S . 
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