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The Building of the Breakwater and Docks 

By Ramsay Murray, reprinted with 
permission from the James Bay 
Beacon, February 2005 

One of the most popular attractions in 
James Bay is the Ogden Point 
Breakwater.  With its massive stone 
blocks and wide walkway, it used by 
walkers, joggers and even divers 
exploring the rich local waters.  But 
did you know that this project and the 
adjacent two docks were built almost 
90 years ago? 

The rocky point on the eastern side of 
the entrance to Victoria Harbour was 
named Ogden Point in 1842 after 
Hudson’s Bay Company Factor Peter 
Ogden.  In the 1890s, Robert P. Rithet, shipping magnate and politician, constructed “Rithet’s Wharves” 
just inside the point, to attract large liners that would bring tourists and goods to the provincial capital.  
However, the docks were exposed to regular southwest and southeast gales from the Strait of Juan de 
Fuca.  The well-protected inner harbour could only accommodate vessels up to 20 feet draught, not 
sufficient for modern ocean-going ships. 

In 1912 Dominion Public Works commissioned Louis Coste to submit a report to the Canadian Gov-
ernment on the possibility of designing a breakwater at Ogden Point, where the water depths close to 
shore allowed a 30-foot draught.  Already dockings in Victoria had reached 2,500 per year.  Tonnage of 
goods landed had gone from 38,000 in 1907 to 100,000 in 1911.  It was clear Victoria needed new docks 
to remain competitive in the shipping business.  

In a five-page report, Louis Coste proposed a breakwater extending 2,500 feet from the point with a 700-
foot hook on the end for protection from the south-westerlies and south-easterlies.  His interesting design 
would be founded on rock fill with a gravel core.  The outer side was to be faced with large rectangular 
15-ton rocks extending from 20 feet below low tide to 16 feet above, set three deep towards the center of 
the breakwater and stepped to dissipate wave energy.  The stones were backed up by a wide concrete 
wall, which was poured from low-tide level up to form the crest of the breakwater.  In the lee of the 
breakwater he proposed two large docks 250 feet wide, on 900 feet long and the other 700 feet long.  
Coste’s report was accepted and tenders called in 1913.  Work began by March 1914 on the breakwater 
and by May 1914 on the docks. 

The contract for the breakwater was let to Sir John Jackson who had been knighted for his work on the 
Manchester Ship Canal.  Sir John brought two hundred Cornishmen over from England to a camp at 
William Head. He established a quarry across the bay from the breakwater side.  He is still remembered in 
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Victoria sporting circles through the Sir John Jackson Cup for soccer, which he presented to encourage 
his workers to play against the locals.� 

By June of 1914, rock was being dumped using side-dumping barges at the rate of 30,000 tons per month.  
The large granite blocks were quarried form a number of sources, particularly Nelson and Hardy Islands 
near Jervis Inlet. Carefully hewn from the native rock in rectangular shapes, they could easily be placed 
on top each other, approximately 10,000 blocks in all.  The placing of the majority of these blocks below 
low-tide level by underwater divers is probably the most admirable part of the whole operation.  The 
divers levelled the rocks then guided the blocks into position by hand – yet there is no mention of 
accidents in the press of the time. 

In 1015 a large self-dumping ship called the 
Hercules was employed.  The Great Ware may 
have been raging in Europe, but work continued 
steadily through 1915 and 1916, reaching the 
corner of the hook.  A violent storm in 
September 1915 displaced some of the newly set 
blocks.  The divers experienced problems from 
increased tidal currents due to the breakwater 
constricting the harbour mouth.  By August 
1916 only eighty feet remained, abut it was not 
until 23 January 1917 that work was finished.  
The champagne was brought out, but little was 
wasted on the rocks but rather consumed by 
those present. 

Work on the two docks went on simultaneously.  The contract, awarded to Grant Hall McDonnell, 
commenced on May 20th 1914.  Rock was barged to the site from a quarry in Esquimalt and placed as 
foundation for over 50 caissons that were to form the outline of the dock.  These were hollow reinforced 
concrete boxes 85’ long, 35’ wide and 39’ deep, weighing 3,500 tons.  The caissons were floated and 
sunk in position, the filled with rock.  Finally, over one million cubic yards of dredged fill was placed 
behind the caissons by a large suction dredge.  The work was completed in May 1917. 
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� Either in your scenery/world/scenery folder, delete: Traffic_Ogden_Point_additional.bgl�
� Or it will be disabled when you follow instructions for vicenh04, below�
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