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The Motto, "Es-whoy-malth" is an anglicized version of the Indian for "a shoaling place" and from which 

the name Esquimalt was derived.  

The people of Esquimalt have had a long and unique connection with the naval forces of Britain and 

Canada. We are so connected with the naval history that we proudly incorporated naval symbols within 

our coat of arms. As we examine our coat of arms we find  

The crest is a tribute to the Royal Canadian Navy whose principal West Coast Base and training 

establishments are located in Esquimalt. It is derived from the crest in the Arms of Plymouth and 

Devonport, England but sufficiently differenced to be unique, and refers to the British Naval traditions 

upon which the Royal Canadian Navy is founded. It displays a Naval Crown, from out of which rises an 

arm clad in sailor's working rig, and holding aloft a Trident, a symbol of defence against enemies at sea 

The roundel is flanked on 

one side by a golden 

anchor in reference to the 

British Navy and 

mercantile affairs 

generally, which were at 

one time vital to the 

maintenance of the white 

man's settlements on the 

West Coast 

The roundel is shown in 

vair, originally made of 

squirrel furs, and is placed 

here in tribute to the 

Hudson's Bay Co. which 

was responsible for the 

establishment of the first 

white settlers at Esquimalt, 

and which traded mainly in 

furs at the time. 

 

On the other side, the 

Grenade, the device of 

the engineers, is shown 

in tribute to the Royal 

Engineers who were 

responsible for many of 

the original installations 

at Esquimalt and also to 

the present day Army 

components in this area. 

The V-shaped section on the shield with white and blue wavy lines is intended to represent the "shoaling 

place" or harbour of Esquimalt. The golden area surrounding it refers to the shores which, at certain times 

of the years, are golden with yellow bloom.  

The bird and principal charge is a heraldic interpretation of the Naden Raven and is placed here in tribute 

to the original inhabitants of the area, the Naden River people of the Haida Indians.  

The chief of the royal colours is suggestive of the loyalty of Esquimalt to British traditions and the 

Throne. 
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The History of Esquimalt and its Connection to the Military  

The district now known as Esquimalt was settled 

about 400 years before the arrival of Europeans, 

by a First Nations people. The treaties of the 

Hudson's Bay Company, signed in 1843, refer to 

these people as the Kosampsom group, though 

they are now known as the Esquimalt Nation. 

The word Esquimalt is an alteration of "Ess-

whoy-malth," a phrase usually translated as 

"place of the shoaling waters." The Songhees 

Nation, who have a reserve in Esquimalt, were 

originally located on the western shore of what 

is now Victoria Harbour, but were relocated in 

1911. Both nations spoke a Coast Salish dialect 

called Lekwungen.  

Captain Don Manuel Quimper of the Spanish 

Navy dropped anchor in Esquimalt harbour, in 

1790, which his first mate named Puerto de 

Cordova after the 46th viceroy of New Spain 

Quimper claimed the region for Spain, and 

placed a wooden cross on a hill. When the 

Spanish returned two years later, however, the 

cross had vanished. Control of the region 

eventually fell to the British.  

The Hudson's Bay Company was looking for a 

new location for its western base of operations  

in 1843. The company's chief factor, Sir James 

Douglas, was very fond of Esquimalt Harbour, 

but rejected it as a site for a fort because there 

were too many trees. Douglas chose a spot on 

the western shore of Victoria Harbour at the 

mouth of the Gorge Inlet. He called it Fort 

Camosun, after the Lekwungen name for the 

Gorge, Camossung, but later renamed it Fort 

Victoria in honour of the British queen Victoria. 

The creation of Fort Victoria and the ensuing 

need for a permanent naval base on British 

Territory in the North Pacific Region resulted in 

the use of Esquimalt Harbour as a facility for an 

increased naval presence. 

The reality that Esquimalt possesses one of the 

finest natural harbours on the west coast of the 

Americas, and this fact was not lost upon the 

representatives of the Royal Navy who visited 

the area in the 1840s and 1850s. The first 

hydrographical survey of Esquimalt Harbour was 

made in 1846 by the HMS Pandora under the 

command of Lieutenant James Wood of the 

Royal Navy.  
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The Navy made use of Esquimalt Harbour from 

time to time, and even constructed three 

hospital buildings on Duntze Head in 1855 in 

preparation for treating men injured in the 

Crimean War, but it was not until 1865 that 

Esquimalt replaced Valparaiso, Chile as the 

headquarters of the Royal Navyôs Pacific 

Squadron. In 1887, the naval dockyard was 

completed, giving the Royal Navy a state-of-the-

art ship repair and refitting site on Canadian soil.  

Ships continued to use Esquimalt Harbour to 

load and offload passengers and supplies. In 

1852, sailors from a British naval ship, HMS 

Thetis, built a trail through the forest linking the 

harbour with Victoria Harbour and the fort. This 

trail, since paved over, is now one of Esquimalt's 

main streets, Old Esquimalt Road.  

A small settlement grew up on the water's edge 

near the naval installation. But in 1858, the 

discovery of gold on the Fraser triggered a 

massive influx of people, who came to Fort 

Victoria to buy permits and supplies before 

setting out for the mainland. M any of these 

ships landed in Esquimalt Harbour. Some of 

these people stayed in the area, including a few 

who opened up pubs, as well as some less-than-

successful gold miners. With the growing 

population came the area's first building boom.  

After 1855, when the Royal Navy began to use 

the lands along the south side of Esquimalt 

Harbour, they embarked on the development of 

a base in Esquimalt. The catalyst for this action 

was a need to handle the wounded from a 

potential battle, which the British Fleet 

anticipated would occur against the Russians 

during the Crimean War. With this in mind, 

Governor James Douglas was allotted a sum for 

construction of three hospitals, located near the 

present site of the Admiralôs residence. 

Also a small settlement began to grow up just to 

the east, in the shadow of Signal Hill. Its wharf 

and few small shops were there to supply Navy 

personnel with basic necessities, and its 

residents built their homes along Wharf Street, 

which ran south from the harbour. There are 

few descriptions of the village in those early 

days.  

 

The 1880s brought some major changes to the 

region. In 1886, the Esquimalt and Nanaimo 

Railway was constructed through the centre of 

Esquimalt and in 1887 a fortress headquarters 

for costal defence was established at Work Point 

near the Victoria boundary. As Victoria grew and 

the Navy presence began to dominate the 

townôs social life, Esquimalt became an 

attractive place for Victoriaôs wealthy business 

people to build their substanti al homes. 
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Favoured locations included the shoreline, the 

banks of the Gorge and the rocky hillsides near 

Old Esquimalt Road. More humble residential 

development took place in the southern part of 

the peninsula. Although the naval base was 

abandoned by the Royal Navy in 1905, it was 

revived as the West Coast base for the newly-

created Royal Canadian Navy in 1910 and 

continued to play an important role in the life of 

the community.  

On September 1, 1912, Esquimalt was 

incorporated as a city. After World War I,  it 

became one of Canada's major shipbuilding 

capitals. 

Both the Royal and Canadian Navies built on this 

site during three wars and three possible 

conflicts until present day. The base has grown 

to encompass in excess of 1,500 buildings and 

approximately 12,000 acres of land. By 1910, 

when the Naval Service Act became law, the 

Dominion of Canada had inaugurated its own 

naval service and also inherited the former Royal 

Navy Dockyards on the east and west coasts. 

Naden, formerly HMCS Naden, was originally the 

site of four wooden huts built by the Hudsonôs 

Bay Company to house the Royal Engineers sent 

to Canada from 1858 to 1862 to survey the 

international boundary between the colony of 

B.C. and the United States. After completion of 

the survey, the huts were h anded over to the 

Royal Navy, along with 10 acres of land (for use 

as a hospital). The huts were replaced by brick 

buildings in 1887 but continued in their role as a 

hospital; until 1906, when all imperial forces had 

returned to England. In 1915 the Canadian 

government took over these buildings and 

turned them into the óDisabled Civil Re-

establishment Hospitalô, which treated wounded 

servicemen and helped them return to civilian 

life. However, in 1919, the hospital was closed 

and these buildings became available once 

more; just in time to be se lected as the site for 

the naval shore establishment in Esquimalt. By 

1922, HMCS Naden was commissioned as a land 

holding. Subsequent expansions from 1925 to 

1940 increased land holdings to the current 

level. Naden today is primarily a barracks and 

instructional site with the CF Fleet School 

Esquimalt (CFFSE) as the major unit. 

 

Work Point Barracks, on the west side of the 

entrance to Victoria Harbour, was designated a 

headquarters for Canadian military district #11  

in 1887. That year C Battery, Canadian Artillery 

came by troop train, the first to ever cross 

Canada from Quebec to Esquimalt, where they 
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were to instruct the military in gunnery  and 

improve costal defences. To do so they had to 

clear the forest and build their own barracks, 

some of which are still in use today. The first 

permanent infantry unit to garrison at Work 

Point was B Company, Princess Patriciaôs 

Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI), from 1920 until 

1939, when they shipped to England at the 

outbreak of war.  

Work point became headquarters for costal 

command during the second world War. It had 

up to 10,000 troops being trained there at any 

one time. When the artillery and engineers left 

Work Point in 1957, 1 Battalion, PPCLI returned 

to the property and remained there until 1963. 

From 1963 to 1970, 2PPCLI was replaced by the 

Queenôs Own Rifles of Canada. They were 

succeeded by 3 PPCLI, which has since been 

relocated to other bases. Work Point now 

houses Venture, the Naval Officer Training 

Centre. 

 

 

The Veterans Cemetery was purchased in 1868 

for $250. It lies between the 12th and 17th 

holes of the Gorge Vale Golf course with access 

at 1200 Colville Rd. The department of Veterans 

Affairs took over the cemetery from the navy in 

1947. The Cross of Sacrifice was unveiled in 

1961 by the late Major -General George R. 

Pearkes, VC, CC, CB, DSO, MC, CD. The 

cemetery is still active accepting cremated 

remains of former service members and their 

spouses. 

 

 


