
The Moncrieff ‘System’
A Captain of the Edinburgh Military Artillery, Colin,
Scott Moncrieff, first introduced the idea of a
disappearing gun to the British Government in
1858. He had successfully produced a design that
overcame many shortcomings inherent in existing
methods of mounting guns. The most significant
feature of his revolutionary method was that it
afforded greater protection to the crew manning
the gun and to the gun itself. He designated it the
‘Protected Barbette System’, a term later usurped
by a different method of mounting guns leaving
Moncrieff’s method with the designation
‘Disappearing gun’. During the course of many
attempts to gain recognition for his system
Moncrieff refined and perfected his design. The
1859 Royal Commission considered it to be of
great potential and advocated its incorporation into
the grand defence scheme, thereby saving great
expense over existing methods,  which involved
huge sums in order to hide guns behind great
armoured shields or in expensive armoured
turrets. Moncrieff made many  claims for his
system but the authorities chose, for reasons that
they never made plain, to ignore him and his

system. He had some support from such eminent
authorities as William Drummond Jervois, later
Colonel Jervois, Inspector General of Fortifications
and secretary to the 1859 Commission.
Moncrieff’s ‘system’ was a method of mounting
guns and deploying them in hidden emplacements
such that an enemy could not bring guns to bear
on them owing to their being exposed only at the
moment of firing. The Authorities did not seem to
understand this essential factor in the method and
chose instead to scatter Moncrieff mountings
around existing fortifications as though they were
an alternative to barbette emplacements.
Moncrieff finally washed his hands of the matter
after a fruitless and exhaustive campaign to gain
recognition for his novel invention. 

An early attempt (1871) to evaluate the mounting
resulted in the building of a complete battery of
nine pits on Flatholm Island in the Bristol Channel.
Twenty of his Pattern I carriages for the 7-inch
7-ton R.M.L.were built, nine of which were fitted to
Flatholm Island, three at Lavernock near Cardiff to
defend the Severn Estuary, and three each at
Forts Camden and Carlisle to defend Cork
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harbour. The other two were fitted at Bovisand on
the eastern side of Plymouth harbour and
Shoeburyness as a test piece. 

By 1873 six of the  Pattern II carriages for  the
7-inch 7-ton R.M.L. were fitted to Fort Popton and
eight to Fort Hubberstone at Milford Haven, four to
Fort Carlisle at Cork, one to Lumps Fort at
Portsmouth and one to Archcliffe Fort at Dover.
Two were later supplied from store to No.2 battery
Stokes Bay, Gosport with two more on the Hilsea
lines at Portsmouth. Approximately seventeen
Pattern II carriages were supplied to Malta for
64pr. R.M.L.s 

Two large 9-inch 12-ton RMLs were fitted on
Moncrieff carriages at Newhaven Fort in 1873.
They proved to be workable, but only just. 

It was not until 1877 that some Moncrieff pits
began to materialise in the defences of Plymouth
and Portsmouth. The Inspector General of
Fortifications ordered fourteen to be built for the
Plymouth defences and this was followed by a
further fourteen for the Portsmouth forts. Fort
Nelson had three 7-inch R.B.L.s mounted on
Pattern II carriages.

Moncrieff Disappearing Mountings
There were two descriptions of these mountings in
the service designated respectively  Mark I and
Mark II. 

The Mark I mounting was for the 7-inch 7-Ton
R.M.L.

The Mark II was for the 7-inch 7-ton R.M.L., the
7-inch 82 cwt R.B.L. and the 64 pr. R.M.L. of 58
cwt (converted).

A special pattern of the Mark II mounting was
constructed for the 9-inch R.M.L. of 12 tons. One
mounting was tested at Shoeburyness and two
carriages were fitted to Fort Newhaven. It was not
adopted for service use. At least one 9-inch RML
mounting was supplied to Alexandria where it
appears to have been mounted on the beach in
front of fort Ras-El-Tin without the protection of a
pit.

Mark II Mounting for 7-inch R.B.L.
The main principles adopted in the Moncrieff
garrison carriages are :- 1st. To obtain cover for
the gun detachment by enabling the gun to recoil
under a solid parapet for loading. 2nd. To store up
the force of recoil, and utilise it for raising the gun
from the loading to firing position. 

These objects are obtained in 7-inch R.B.L.
carriages by mounting the gun in an elevator
direct. The gun in recoiling raises a counterweight.
The form of the elevator is such that, as it rolled
back along the top of the platform, the
counterweight acts against the gun with increasing
leverage. The gun is held down by the racks and
brake gear and is raised from the loading to the
firing position by the force of gravity in the
counterweight when the brake is released. The
elevator, or carriage, is constructed of two double
plate sides, each formed of plates of wrought iron,
riveted on each side of a cast iron frame; they are
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connected at the lower part to the counterweight
by horizontal bolts. The rear edges of the carriage
are curved, and have teeth cut in them to fit
corresponding spaces in the racks on the platform.
The counterweight consists of four blocks of cast
iron. In the upper part of the carriage are
cylindrical metal bearings for the trunnions of the
gun, which is secured in position by capsquares.

Platform
The platform is 15 feet 3 inches long, is made
horizontal and is supported on four cast iron
flat-soled trucks, running in cast iron flanges, and
traversed by gear driving either the front or rear
left hand truck. A guide rack is fitted on the top of
each side, with recesses to correspond with the
teeth on the elevator or carriage. The platform is
arranged for ‘D’ pivot.

Elevating gear
The elevating gear is principally attached to the
platform. It consists of a guide along the centre of
the platform, pivoted at the rear, and an arc under
the front; the arc is geared with a pinion moved by
a worm wheel with friction cones driven by a worm
and hand wheel on the right side of the platform.
The worm wheel is fitted with two friction cones
which can be adjusted by keep and lock nuts on
the end of the shaft. A slight slip (about 2 degrees)
should be allowed when the gun is fired, to lessen
the strain on the gear. Pivoted to the elevator are
two radius bars, supporting near their centre, a
rod, jointed to a bracket under the gun; and at the
rear end carrying a roller which moves along a slot
in the guide. Elevation or depression is given to
the gun by raising or lowering the guide. During
recoil the roller in the elevating guide is carried by
the radius bars to the rear of the slot, and as the
elevating guide is pivoted at the rear, the gun
always comes down to point blank when in the
loading position. 
A graduated brass plate is fixed on the outside
friction cone of the worm wheel, and a pointer on
the platform, to register the elevation or
depression.

Retaining gear
The retaining gear consists of a straight rack,
sliding along on each side of the platform,
connected by a rod to the outside of the carriage.
The racks have ratchet teeth cut on the top, and
spur teeth on the underside; the latter gear into

pinions on a cross shaft having a brake wheel on
the left side, and on each end a capstan head, for
iron-pointed levers for hauling down at drill. The
brake wheel is fitted with an internal ratchet wheel
and pawl, arranged to allow the shaft with the
ratchet wheel to revolve in one direction (during
recoil) without resistance, but prevented from
turning in the opposite direction by the pawls
acting on the rim of the brake wheel, which is held
by the band and counterweight lever. To run up,
the lever must be raised to allow the whole of the
brake wheel to revolve. A pawl is fitted on each
side to engage in the ratchet teeth on the top of
the racks, when required. Hauling down or running
back gear consists of a capstan head on each end
of the cross shaft; and two iron pointed levers. No
other gear is required, as there is sufficient power
to bring the gun down from the firing to the loading
position.

Traversing gear
The traversing gear consists of a bevel wheel cast
on one side of both tracks on the left side of the
platform; into each is geared a bevel pinion,
having a bevel wheel keyed on the same shaft.
The bevel wheel is driven by a bevel pinion on the
winch handle shaft.

Racers and Sweep Plates.
Cast iron sweep plates have been supplied for
bedding in concrete 1 foot wide and 1¼ inches
thick, and strengthened by ribs 2¾ inches deep.
The same sweep plates are also used for the 64
pr. gun mounted on Moncrieff counterweight
carriage.

Radii of racers front  rear
ft. ins ft. ins

C pivot 6  10 6 10
D pivot 8  11 4  8½

Graduated Arc and pointer
A graduated arc of zinc, 1½ inch wide and .1-inch
thick is recessed into both front and rear sweep
plates, and a pointer is attached to the front and
rear flange feet on the left side, to indicate the
angle of traverse.

(c) Victorian Forts and Batteries                                                                    Website   http://www.victorianforts.co.uk

 Arming the Forts :                                                                                                  David Moore



Pivot
The pivot block is of cast iron, in two parts, bolted
together; the lower part is bedded in the concrete
foundation. The pivot bolt passes through a socket
in the platform, and fits loosely in the pivot block,
so that it can be withdrawn when required.

             
Height to centre of gun       ft.   ins 
in firing position 10   19½
Height of parapet   9    4 

Elevation maximum      15°
Depression                         5°

Weight                                  tons  cwt.
Elevator, or carriage 
with counterweight   8    19½
Platform with elevating 
gear                             4      9¼

Total             13      8¾
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Distribution of Moncrieff pits  in the
Portsmouth defences

Type of pit        7 inch    7 inch    64pr
                                                R.M.L.   R.B.L.   R.M.L.
Gosport Advanced Lines
  Fort Elson 3
Stokes Bay
  No.2 Battery 2
Gosport Outer Line
  Fort Fareham 5

Portsdown Forts
  Fort Wallington 4
  Fort Nelson 3
  Fort Southwick 2
  Fort Widley 3
  Fort Purbrook 2
  Farlington Redoubt 2

Portsmouth
Hilsea Lines 2 4
Lumps Fort 1

Isle of Wight
  Sandown Barrack 2
  Yaverland 2
  Warden Battery 1

This extract is taken  from 
‘Arming the Forts’ 
 by David Moore.

Plan of mounting for 7-inch RBL Pattern II

Pivot block for a 7-inch R.B.L. Moncrieff


