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Introduction


Uproot the mountains of the world

Save this. This one retain,

But free from fear and misery;

Here let peace reign.

Abu Abd’al-Ath Muhammad Ibn Galib, 13th-century Islamic chronicler



The Rock of Gibraltar has commanded a strategic vantage point at the meeting place of the Atlantic Ocean and Mediterranean Sea and at the bridgehead between the continents of Europe and Africa since the earliest times. Over the years, this accident of geography has led to this small rocky promontory assuming an importance in world history that is totally disproportionate to its size.

The unique combination of strategic geographical position and dominating topography has attracted people to this site for millennia, from Neanderthals through Phoenician sailors to the British in the 18th century. Formed from a microplate of Jurassic Limestone, the Calpe of the ancients was the northern Pillar of Hercules and had a symbolic significance that has persisted until today. The history of Gibraltar has, since then, involved a close relationship between the human inhabitants and the physical characteristics of the Rock.

Moreover, in defensive terms Gibraltar seemed designed for the purpose of being a fortress. The Gibraltar peninsula (36° 07’ N 5° 21’ W) is 6km long by 1km wide and rises abruptly to a height of 426m above sea level. The flat sandy isthmus linking it to the mainland of Spain did not allow an enemy to approach under cover. A swampy area in front of the northern approaches to the town (later dug out and flooded as an inundation) further complicated access. The Rock itself rose sharply, providing an imposing barrier to troops along its northern and eastern sides. The town nestled in its shallower western slopes whilst to the south there were sea cliffs and beaches, all defendable against seaborne attack. It is therefore no surprise that this promontory has been fought over throughout recorded history, its natural features becoming steadily incorporated into an increasingly complex series of fortifications.
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An aerial photograph of Gibraltar from the south. Note how the town is nestled on the gentler western slopes whereas the steep east side is virtually unscalable. In the foreground are Europa and Windmill Hill Flats. The dockyard moles are clearly visible to the left of the picture and the isthmus to the Spanish mainland can just be made out behind the mass of the Rock. (Courtesy of the Gibraltar Museum)
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This sketch of the Landport by Anton van den Wyngaerde dated 1567 captures the beginning of the end for the pre-gunpowder defences. Note how the round towers are being demolished and bastions with mounted guns constructed in their place. (Courtesy of the Austrian National Library, Vienna)

By the start of the 8th century AD, the armies of Islam had reached the southern end of the Strait of Gibraltar – a point from which the Islamic invasion of the Iberian Peninsula was launched in 711. Landing at Gibraltar, the leader of the attacking forces, a Berber named Tarik b. Ziyad, used it as the bridgehead for the conquest. It was from its original title, Jebel Tarik (Tarik’s Mountain), that we get the name for Gibraltar.

However, it was not until 1068 that the ruling Spanish Muslims built a large fort, initially to protect themselves from an attack across the Strait by expanding Berber tribes. The Almohad Emir of Morocco, Abd al-Mumin, ordered a city to be built in 1160 with all the necessary fortifications. This small walled citadel laid the foundations for the future City of Gibraltar. The clashes between succeeding rivals led to further improvement of the fortifications. A good number of these elements now form part of fortifications that have evolved over time to incorporate the succeeding developments of both Spanish and British engineers.

After the Spanish capture of Gibraltar in 1462 on the feast day of St Bernard, now Gibraltar’s patron saint, the inhabitants carried out further works. Luis Bravo de Acuña, an engineer concerned with the repair and strengthening of the fortifications of Gibraltar, produced some excellent plans in 1627 that illustrate the layout and the evolution of the city. Again, many of the early Spanish works were subsumed within later British fortifications, but some important vestiges remain, in particular Charles V Wall, built to protect the southern approaches to the town. Subsequent additions helped form the early bastion trace of the city as gunpowder eclipsed earlier weapons.

Gibraltar remained a Spanish possession until the early 18th century. At this time, the War of the Spanish Succession had pitted two rival claimants to the throne: the French Philip of Anjou (Philip V) and the Austrian Archduke Charles III. It was then, in 1704, that a combined Anglo-Dutch force led by Adm Sir George Rooke in support of Charles III, took Gibraltar to begin the latest, uninterrupted, period of British rule.
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A photograph of the Upper Union Gallery showing embrasures for guns enfilading the northern approach to the Rock. (Authors’ photograph)

The 18th century saw three sieges including the most severe, known as the Great Siege, which lasted from 1779 to 1783. This early British period also saw great changes to the defences of Gibraltar and many salient examples still survive. Notable among these are the King’s Bastion, at the time an innovatively designed fortification which was instrumental in the defence of the Rock, and the northern defences, a system of tiered batteries and tunnelled galleries which took advantage of the Rock’s height to protect its land front.

Strengthening of the fortress continued in the 19th century, when it developed into the ultimate gunner’s station, a fortress of such impregnability that it coined the phrase ‘as strong as the Rock of Gibraltar’, a term now applied to anything considered impregnable. Many fortifications and armaments remain dating to this time, including retired batteries along the west face of the Rock, as well as the zenith of rifled muzzle-loading artillery, the 100-ton gun.

The late 19th and early 20th centuries saw the arrival of the 9.2in. coastal defence guns, which eventually closed the Strait. Increasing German naval power prompted the British high command to commission a new dockyard for Gibraltar, which not only changed the face of the Rock but also strengthened Gibraltar’s role as an important naval base.

During World War II it was the naval base for the Mediterranean Task Force ‘H’, as well as a vital stop for supply convoys. A new airfield, considered instrumental in the North African offensive, was built and an unprecedented amount of tunnelling took place on the Rock. Gibraltar became a veritable warren of tunnels that housed guns, hangars, ammunition stores, barracks and hospitals.

Gibraltar thus not only preserves in its defences a rich testament to extended periods of human conflict, but also contains a unique record of the evolution of fortifications spanning the better part of a millennium.

This protracted period of fortification and evolution of a city within the fortress walls, incorporating both natural and man-made features and including elements of Islamic, Spanish and British military structures, is what makes the fortress of Gibraltar unique in the world, and perhaps even more so its symbolic perception.
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The Landport defences showed continuous development as successive engineers worked to protect Gibraltar’s vulnerable land front. This is the 1865 Rock Model, based on surveys by Lt. Charles Warren, RE. (Courtesy of the Gibraltar Museum)

Gibraltar’s defences

The defences of Gibraltar developed over the centuries into a complex system of fortifications. To allow the reader to navigate through a potential maze of descriptions, we have divided the defences into a number of general areas:

 1.  The Northern Defences, developed to fire out over the isthmus and flank the Landport Fortifications (including defences along the north face of the Rock).

 2.  Landport Fortifications, protecting what was potentially a weak point of entry to Gibraltar across the isthmus, including the Inundation, Landport front and Devil’s Tongue Battery (Old Mole).

 3.  The Retired Batteries. As a result of a report made by Sir John Jones in 1841, many of the coast defence guns, were pulled back up the hill away from the water’s edge. This both increased their range and made them difficult for an enemy to spot.
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A late 19th-century painting showing the Line Wall and part of the South Front (upper Charles V Wall). From top to bottom the following are clearly visible: Montagu Bastion, Orange Bastion (both with counterguards), Zoca Flank, King’s Bastion, Wellington Front and South Bastion. (Courtesy of the Gibraltar Museum)

 4.  The Line Wall is the main sea wall of Gibraltar running from Landport to the foot of the South Mole, covering the coastal defences that protected the town’s western coastline from bombardment and amphibious landings. It began at North Bastion (which is the pivot with the Landport defences), and continues through to Engineer Battery just south of the New Mole).

 5.  The South Front (the line of defences stretching between South Bastion and the top of the Rock).

 6.  The Upper Ridge Batteries. First mounted in the late 19th century, these were heavy (mainly 9.2in. breech-loading) gun batteries for coastal defence sited at the extreme top of the Rock.

 7.  The West Side Batteries (batteries from Napier of Magdala through Rosia to Camp Bay).

 8.  East Coast Batteries, whose role was to protect the Mediterranean coast against an enemy landing.

 9.  Windmill Hill Batteries, stretched along the periphery of Windmill Hill Flats, and ascending the Rock behind, were designed to support the Europa defences and provide another obstacle to an attacking amphibious force.

10. Europa Point Batteries, stretching from Camp Bay on the west side of the Rock to the 3rd Europa Advance Battery on the East side. In most cases these are an extension of the natural cliff line and are the southernmost of the defences of Gibraltar.
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The main zones of Gibraltar’s defences are shown on this view of the western face of the Rock dated 1772. (Courtesy of the Gibraltar Museum)


Chronology



	711
	Tarik b. Ziyad crosses the Strait and initiates the Muslim conquest of Al-Andalus.



	1068
	The Arab governor of Gibraltar ordered to ‘build a fort on Jebel Tarik and to be on guard and watch events on the other side of the Straits’, in anticipation of an attack from the revolutionary Almoravid sect.



	1146
	Gibraltar falls to the Almohades. Gibraltar refortified to protect Algeciras from Christian attacks from the east, and is renamed Medinat-al-Fath (City of Victory or of the Entrance) in 1160.



	1309
	Gibraltar’s first siege, by Ferdinand IV of Castille, is successful and Gibraltar falls into Castillian hands for the first time.



	1309–12
	Further fortification works carried out including the construction of a galley house or Atarazana, in the old port.



	1315
	Gibraltar’s second siege, which is abandoned by the Merinids on seeing the approach of a Castillian naval force and relieving army.



	1333
	Gibraltar’s third and fourth sieges. The fortress falls after a four-month siege to a combined Islamic force under Abu al-Hasan of Fez and Mohammed IV of Granada. King Alfonso XI of Castille’s immediate attempt to retake the Rock is unsuccessful.



	1333–38
	Abu al-Hasan refortifies Gibraltar,‘with strong walls as a halo surrounds the crescent moon.’



	1349–50
	Fifth siege of Gibraltar, led by Alfonso XI. Cannon used for the first time against the fortress. The siege is lifted following Alfonso’s death from bubonic plague whilst in the siege camp.



	1374
	Control of Gibraltar passes from Fez to Granada in return for military support.



	1411
	Sixth siege of Gibraltar. This pits Muslim against Muslim and results in Granada retaking control of the Rock from Fez.



	1436
	The seventh siege of Gibraltar ends with the drowning of the Christians’ leader, Enrique de Guzman, Second Count of Niebla, together with 40 of his knights and men-at-arms, just off the Red Sands on the western side of the Rock.



	1462
	Eighth siege of Gibraltar, when the fortress capitulates to Christian forces on 20 August, St. Bernard’s day. Notable for the dynastic wrangles by Spanish noblemen over the legitimate claim to its capture. Control of Gibraltar passes to Juan Alonso de Guzman, first duke of Medina Sidonia, but later in the year Henry IV of Castille annexes the Rock and orders Medina Sidonia out of Gibraltar.



	1466–67
	A civil war between Henry IV and his half-brother, the pretender Prince Alfonso, leads to the 15-month-long ninth siege of Gibraltar, where the house of de Guzman is re-established.



	1501
	Gibraltar returns to the Crown by royal decree.



	1502
	Grant of Royal Arms of the ‘Castle and Key’ made to the City of Gibraltar.



	1506
	The tenth siege of Gibraltar, a failed attempt by the third duke of Medina Sidonia to retake it.



	1552
	Charles V, King of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor, sends the Italian engineer Giovanni Battista Calvi to fortify the southern approaches. This results in the construction of Charles V Wall.



	1560s
	Improvement of the defences by the Italian engineer Giacomo Fratino.



	1567
	Anton Van Den Wyngaerde visits Gibraltar and makes several accurate drawings of the Rock and its fortifications.



	1575
	Construction of Philip II Wall started.



	1589
	The fortifications are extended and improved based on designs by Daniel Specklin (Speckle), the imperial engineer.



	1607
	May 5, Battle of Gibraltar. Dutch admiral van Heemskerk sails into the Bay with 26 small sailing ships and defeats a fleet of larger Spanish ships and galleys at anchor.



	1624–27
	Defences improved under the reign of Philip IV. Gun platforms added to the Line Wall.



	1627
	Don Luis Bravo de Acuña writes a report for Philip IV on Gibraltar’s defences. In this he provides a number of detailed maps and recommendations.



	1704
	The eleventh siege of Gibraltar, during the War of the Spanish Succession. The Rock is captured on behalf of the Hapsburg pretender, Charles II, by a combined Anglo-Dutch fleet under the overall command of Adm Sir George Rooke on August 4 (NS – July 24 OS).1



	1704–05
	Twelfth siege of Gibraltar by forces under King Philip V of Spain. Running from October 1704 to April 1705, it is unsuccessful in its aim of restoring the Rock to the Spanish crown.



	1713
	Spain cedes Gibraltar to Britain ‘in perpetuity’ in Article X of the Treaty of Utrecht.



	1727
	A combined Spanish–French force attempts unsuccessfully to capture Gibraltar. The resultant thirteenth siege lasts four months.



	1779
	September 12: Mrs Skinner fires the first shot of the Great Siege of Gibraltar.



	1780
	January 21: first relief of Gibraltar by Adm Rodney.



	1781
	April 12: second relief by Darby. November 27; Great Sortie commanded by the governor, Gen Augustus Eliott, destroys the enemy advanced positions on the isthmus.



	1782
	Lt George Koehler RA develops the depression carriage. First tunnels commenced under the supervision of Sgt Maj Ince. September 13: attack by and destruction of the floating batteries. October 13; third relief by Adm Lord Howe.



	1783
	February 2: end of the Great Siege.



	1805
	Battle of Trafalgar takes place near the Rock. Nelson’s body arrives at Gibraltar on October 28 aboard HMS Victory preserved in a barrel of brandy.



	1830
	Gibraltar becomes a Crown Colony.



	1841
	Gen John Jones visits the Rock and makes proposals for the improvement of the defences, including retired batteries.



	1888
	Generals Nicholson and Goodenough recommend the use of 6in. QF (quick firing) guns for close defence and 9.2in. heavy guns along the ridge of the Rock.



	1892
	Two 100-ton RML (rifled muzzle-loader) guns arrive at Gibraltar to be sited at Victoria and Napier of Magdala Batteries.



	1894
	Work begins on the construction of a new ‘torpedo-proof’ harbour for Gibraltar.



	1914–18
	The Great War. Gibraltar used mainly as a convoy bunkering port and for anti-submarine operations. In August 1917 the 6in. guns of Devil’s Gap Battery engage and sink a U-Boat.



	1939
	Great Britain declares war on Germany. Gibraltar again mainly used for convoy collection and as the base for anti-submarine operations.



	1940
	Non-essential Gibraltarians are evacuated to England, Madeira, Northern Ireland and Jamaica.



	1940
	Force H, consisting of a battlecruiser, two battleships and an aircraft carrier (Ark Royal), is assembled and starts to operate from Gibraltar.



	1940
	Hitler conceives Operation Felix, the plan to capture Gibraltar.



	1941–42
	Attacks by Italian ‘charioteers’ on shipping in the Bay. Lt Cmdr ‘Buster’ Crabb charged with harbour defence.



	1941–44
	Runway built at North Front using rock excavated from tunnelling. This becomes a vital springboard for Operation Torch (the Allied invasion of North Africa).



	1942
	Gen Dwight D. Eisenhower directs Operation Torch from tunnels within the Rock.



	1943
	Polish Gen Wladyslaw Sikorski and his entourage die in an aircrash during take-off from Gibraltar.
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The 100-ton gun and its traversing carriage today, repainted and with safety barriers added. (Courtesy of Stewart Finlayson).



1   At the time of the capture of Gibraltar, Spain was now using the corrected Gregorian calendar, termed ‘New Style’ (NS) but the English still hung on to the earlier Julian calendar, termed ‘Old Style’ (OS). By 1704 this had led to a difference of 11 days between the calendars so the date of the capture differs according to the nationality of its source. Britain and her colonies did not adopt the Gregorian calendar until the middle of the 18th century.
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