Fort Ben Buckler buried under Hugh Bamford Reserve
The Ben Buckler Gun Battery 1893 is buried under Hugh Bamford Reserve, Military Road, Bondi.
It is listed with the NSW Heritage Office & is identified as a “unique coastal defence battery. Apart
from comprising a rare intact concrete 1890’s emplacement specifically developed for the then new
disappearing guns common to the period, the site retains significant archaeological potential due to
the probable retention of the original 9.2inch naval gun and mounting – the only complete 9.2 inch
example to exist in Australia. The gun battery was one of three large coastal batteries installed
in NSW”. “The Ben Buckler gun is held in high esteem by military experts as perhaps the best
example in Australia.”
Due to the presumed integrity of the reinforced concrete gun pit, associated rooms, and the
probability of the entire gun and mechanism being extant, the Ben Buckler battery site has the
potential to provide significant insights into late-Victorian defence technologies”
(NSW Heritage Branch, http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/07_subnav_01_2.cfm?itemid=5056455 ).

“The Heritage Office became aware of the gun’s existence through a published Information Sheet
developed by Waverley Council and Waverley Library for Heritage Week in 1985. Based on the
surviving records, the Heritage Office led a remote magnetometer search of the site on 6 April
2005. The site visit involved discussion with Sydney Water who provided modern survey drawings
of the oval with an overlay of the suggested location of the gun pit based on the previous exposure
of the site in 1984. The survey was assisted by heritage staff at Waverley Council and Rod
Caldwell, Project Officer, from the Fort Scratchley Historical Society, Newcastle” (NSW Heritage
Branch).
For full listing on Battery with the NSW Heritage:
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/07_subnav_01_2.cfm?itemid=5056455

Waverley Council & the NSW Heritage Office identifies Ben Buckler Point (Ray O’Keefe Reserve)
as being the “site of former fort, constructed 1891-1920” (NSW Heritage Branch).
This must be incorrect, the re-discovery of the gun battery in the Waterboard’s excavation in 1984
should have alerted the Council to this inconsistency.
Fort Ben Buckler, with it’s battery & potentially intact gun and associated munitions rooms, is buried
under Hugh Bamford Reserve.
“The Ben Buckler site retains a close bond to the artillery units of colonial NSW who manned and
trained at the site.” (NSW Heritage Branch)

In 1887 the coastline at Hugh Bamford Reserve down to the Beach was known as ‘Ben Buckler’ as
noted in newspaper articles from the time.
Fort Ben Buckler was the first of the 3 coastal forts to be complete in 1893, the others at Signal
Hill, Vaucluse & Shark Point, Clovelly were complete later in that same year. (Dean Boyce,
Defending Colonial Sydney).

The following newspaper articles from 1887 refer to the intention of building a ‘Military Road &
building Fort Ben Buckler, Bondi:’

The Sydney Morning Herald, Saturday 8 October 1887 reported that it was
“proposed to erect a powerful fort on the coast at or near the suburb of Bondi. The fort would form
a line of defence between Port Jackson and Botany. Which in the opinion of many persons, is
necessary to keep this portion of the Colony free from attack by any hostile fleet.
Certain it is that if heavily-armed batteries, fitted with the latest improvements and types of
ordinance, were erected of the cliffs between the South Head and Botany Bay there would be
little fear of having the city shelled by an enemy in the case of an outbreak of war.
The cliff known as Ben Buckler, situated on the Northern side of Bondi Beach is spoken of as the
probable site for the new fortress, which if erected would in all probability be armed with 8 inch
guns, mounted on the hydro-pueumatic principle”

It was reported in The Sydney Morning Herald on Saturday 22 October 1887 that Governor
Carrington had sanctioned a construction of a Military Road to connect the fortifications at South
Head with Ben Buckler and forts near Botany.
There was a Notification of the Resumption of Land under the Lands for Public Purposes
Acquisitions Act to build the Military Road upon.
Military Road Bondi was constructed in part by1891.

In April 1893 the gun was delivered to Ben Buckler.
As reported by The Illustrated Sydney News 8 April 1893:
“This huge piece of ordinance, weighing 23 tons, was taken from the Barracks on a sling wagon
used for transporting great weights, by McMahon the carrier. A delay was caused immediately
outside the Barracks by the weakness of the road, which was unable to support the great weight
ogf the gun and wagon, despite the broad tyres of the latter. Eventually, by a team of 40 horses
over the rough and sandy road between the barrracks and Ben Buckler at Bondi. It was nearly a
week in transport, as from time to time the wheels sunk from 19inch to 18inch in the ground. The
gun has, however, been safely transported to it’s site, where it is now waiting to be mounted. Its
description is a rifle breechloading gun, with a 9.2 bore and its weight is, as has been said, 23 tons.
When this monster speaks in earnest it should give a good account of itself. The magnificent gun
has a range of 12 miles, and throws to this distance a projectile weighing 600lbs.”

And in the Sydney Mail, Saturday, April 22 1893:
“Owing to the steepness and bad conditions of the roads, the removal of the gun from Victoria
Barracks was no easy task. Thirty five horses were employed and more than once the wheels
of the trolley sank into the ground and the whole affair had to be helped out with cranes. It was
taken along Old South Head Road towards the lighthouse and then back towards Ben Buckler
by a track leading up the rocks in a zig-zag direction. Here most of the horses were dispensed
with, and the trolley was got along by foot by placing iron plates in front of the wheels over which
it was dragged by horses, the plates were then again moved to the front and the same process
repeated…In this way Ben Buckler was reached in about three weeks or a month from Victoria
Barracks. McMahon & Co had the contract for the removal of the gun from the Barracks to the
Fort.”

The Adelaide Advertiser on Saturday 25 March 1911 reported:
“Were they Spies? Sydney Fort Photographed
A few day’s ago a Japanese man and a Japanese Boy were seen taking photographs of the fort,
which stands on an eminence behind Ben Buckler, the Northern head of Bondi Bay. The incident
was noticed by two boys, sons of a local resident. The Japanese had a small collapsible hand
camera with them, and took a series of snapshots from various points.
The interior of the fort and the arrangement of the gun pit, the protective embrasure, and
magazine, were, of course, not observable from any of the points from which the Japanese took
the photographs, but they were able to command the whole contour and configuration of the
country, and show the various approaches to the fort with accuracy, a result that would be of
enormous value to any invading force. The boys only reported the matter yesterday”.

View of Fort Ben Buckler with Gun Battery
Zig Zag road as described in the transport of the gun to the Fort
Bondi Coast 1930-1931
Image from the Mitchell Library

The site of Hugh Bamford Reserve was noted as a ‘Military Reserve’ early Maps of Waverley
Sometime in the 1950’s the Military vacated the site.
The Sewege Treatment Plant, Military Road was constructed in approx 1960, with further building
development up until1980, the road leading up to Fort Ben Buckler & the Military building on
the site would have been demolished when the Sewege Treatment works took over some of the
Military Reserve.
The battery was filled in and the rest of the land given over to a park.

Images from 1984 Waterboard excavation - taken from the NSW Heritage Website

Image taken from the NSW Heritage Website

Waverley Council have not supplied a heritage report with the REF.
The NSW Hertitage Office advised that Council should have a ‘Conservation Management Plan’ in
place for the gun Battery.
The Council failed to show the Fort/Gun Battery on their plans in the REF. Section 7.6 of the REF
states “The Gun battery is currently buried near the south-western corner” and “as excavation
for the sub depot occurs beneath the Hugh Bamford Reserve at the south eastern corner, it is not
located near the Gun Battery”.
The Heritage website shows the Gunnery Draft Curtilage Survey and the Battery Plans.
The superimposed plans shows the excavations going right up to the Fort Magazines. The REF is
demonstrably incorrect in this regard.
If this development went ahead the finished level of Hugh Bamford Reserve would be
permanently higher than the natural level of the Fort site (already it is not the natural coast line as
Sydney Water have cut and filled it with debris from their works in the past).
This would mean that if the Fort/Battery site were to be exhumed at a later date – it would bear no
relationship to the line of the proposed depot grassed roof, further altering it’s relationship with the
original line of the historic site and coastline.

Overlay of plans showing the development in relation to the Battery:
all three to the same scale; i.e. the Council Plans, the Heritage Survey and the Gunnery Plans.
Proposed sub depot in grey taken from REF.
Waterboard’ Plan of Gun Battery and associated rooms.
Heritage NSW photo identifying ‘curtilage’ by the blue outline.
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