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Archaeological Research at the 
Fortress of Louisbourg 1961—1965 
by Edward McM. Larrabee 



Introduction 1 Map of eastern seaboard of Canada and New 
England. 

History of the Site 
By the Treaty of Utrecht, 1713, France lost 
her major western Atlantic base of Placen-
tia on the island of Newfoundland. She also 
lost Acadia (mainland Nova Scotia), and 
retained only lie Royale (Cape Breton 
Island) and lie Saint-Jean (Prince Edward 
Island). It was necessary to find a substi­
tute port, which had to serve a variety of 
functions. The substitute had to be in a 
location that was close to the Grand Banks 
fisheries; that did not freeze; that was 
affected as little as possible by spring drift-
ice; that was accessible to the important 
trade from the West Indies and Europe; 

and that could serve as a point from which 
ships-of-war could patrol the major ap­
proaches to the St. Lawrence River and the 
large French holdings in the interior of the 
continent. Finally it had to be a harbour 
which offered protection from storms and 
which afforded a safe place for the drying 
of fish, the outfitting of ships, the storing of 
goods, and the loading and unloading of 
merchant ships. Louisbourg (Fig. 1), near 
the eastern tip of Cape Breton Island, met 
these requirements. 

The harbour of Louisbourg is about two 
miles long from northeast to southwest, 
with a mouth about one mile wide (Fig. 2). 

The effective width of the channel into the 
harbour is no more than a quarter of a 
mile, as islands and shoals close the 
southern part of it. The French fortified the 
harbour by means of a battery on the island 
in the centre of the harbour mouth; another 
battery faced the island and the entrance 
from the mainland; and a third battery was 
in the town itself. The latter was on the 
relatively low, flat peninsula, Rochefort 
Point, at the southern end of the harbour. 
As events in two sieges showed, the de­
fences of the harbour were effective. 

The landward defences of the town were 
not so successful because they could be 

8 



2 Fortress of Louisbourg and vicinity. 

commanded by fire from hills to the west. 
These defences consisted of a double-
crowned work running on a line south and 
east from the harbour to the sea (Figs. 3-4). 
Beyond these fortifications, which were 
founded on low hills in the glaciated ter­
rain, were broad marshes that were ex­
pected to prevent any close approach of 
siege works. At a later date, one bastion 
and a demi-bastion were added to the 
seaward defences of the town at Rochefort 
Point. Enclosed within these walls was an 
area of nearly 60 acres in which a town 
was laid out on a rectangular grid of ap­
proximately 30 town blocks. 

Effective construction began in 1720 and 
the major fortifications were completed 
after two decades of hardships resulting 
from the effects of a raw climate, salt air 
and poor materials on the masonry, diffi­
culty in obtaining pay and supplies, an 
inadequate labour force, and possibly im­
proper construction. The garrison of the 
fortress varied from about 1,000 to about 
4,000 men. The normal civilian population 
of the town was probably never more than 
2,000, although refugees from the farming 
areas to the north swelled the population 
in times of siege. 

The first siege was conducted by New 

England forces in 1745. The Royal Navy 
provided the blockading fleet, but all other 
contributions were colonial. The besieging 
forces dragged cannon across what had 
been considered impassable marshes to 
the hills which commanded the main or 
west gate of the town at the Dauphin Demi-
bastion. This was the weakest point in the 
defences of this irregular work. After a 
siege of seven weeks the walls were 
breached and an assault was prepared. 
The defenders were almost out of munitions 
since the siege had prevented any re-supply 
after the winter. At the pleading of the 
townsfolk, the garrison surrendered. 
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3 Fortress of Louisbourg. 

The New England troops occupied the 
town and were eventually replaced by 
troops from Great Britain. The year after 
the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, 1748, lie 
Royale was returned to the French, who 
strengthened the fortifications of Louis­
bourg and stood a second siege in the 
summer of 1758. General Amherst was in 
charge of British forces, but the systematic 
and energetic attack was under the direct 
command of General Wolfe. Again the 
same weak points in the fortifications were 
battered. Again the French were caught 
short of supplies at the end of the winter, 
and the fortress surrendered. The main 

British base at Halifax had an excellent 
harbour and so the British had little need 
of Louisbourg. Fearing that at the forth­
coming peace negotiations Louisbourg 
might again be returned to the French, the 
British systematically destroyed the fortifi­
cations (see Fig. 4 for craters resulting from 
the British demolition). The French occu­
pants had already been sent back to 
France and the town was in a ruinous 
condition as a result of the siege. A small 
British garrison remained until 1768, when 
it was withdrawn to New England. The in­
habitants of the town comprised a few 
ex-soldiers and settlers, chiefly from Ire­

land. The 19th-century occupation of the 
site consisted of a few families who fished 
and who farmed the now vacant space 
within the shattered walls, or grazed sheep 
on all that remained of the French town 
and its defences. 

Disturbances of Area in the 20th Century 
Before the present restoration project 
started, there had been some excavation of 
one sort or another at the Fortress of 
Louisbourg. This has affected all the sub­
sequent work, and should be taken into 
consideration. During the first decade of 
this century, D. J. Kennelly "cleared the 
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4 Vertical aerial photograph of the Fortress taken 
in the spring of 1961. 

accumulation of the centuries" from several 
of the large casemates on the right and 
left flanks of the King's Bastion, and re­
paired the arches of these casemates (see 
Fig. 5 for terminology). He also did work 
on the outside of the left flank. In 1904, 
road construction crossed the ruins of the 
Chateau St. Louis and a monument was 
placed inside the King's Bastion in 1926. 
Other commemorative markers were also 
placed in this area which had been trans­
ferred to the Department of the Interior in 
1928 from the Department of National 
Defence with the intention of eventually 
creating a National Historic Park in Louis-

bourg. Between 1928 and 1931, the dozen 
or so late 19th- or early 20th-century 
houses which were scattered over the 
fortress area were removed. The last of 
these were taken down when the Museum 
and Museum House were built in Block 34 
in the mid-1930s. In 1940, Louisbourg was 
formally established as a National Historic 
Park. 

During the 1930s there was major 
disturbance of the Chateau, a large amount 
of the upper level of earth was removed, 
and the entire outline of the Chateau foun­
dation was stabilized above ground level. 
More stabilization and clearing, along the 

line of Kennelly's earlier work, was carried 
out in the casemates of the King's Bastion. 
Similar work was done also in the south 
row of rooms in the hospital in Block 13 
and at the Intendant's house at the north­
east corner of Block 2. While a number of 
"relics" were saved from this work and 
were put into the museum which was 
constructed on the site in the mid-1930s, 
there was no controlled excavation. 

Similar haphazard work continued during 
the 1940s and into the mid-1950s. The 
entire perimeter of Block 13, enclosing the 
courtyard of the hospital, was stabilized, 
and the fill in the centre of the courtyard 

11 



5. Fortress of Louisbourg: the citadel. 

was bulldozed away. There was some addi­
tional stabilization and repair at the Cha­
teau. A road was cut through the Queen's 
Gate, and the cut stones found there were 
used to build revetments. The road also 
extended in front of the gate across the 
demilune and on to the glacis by the Prin­
cess Demi-bastion. 

Thus by the end of the 1950s, many of 
the most important parts of the fortress had 
been affected by some sort of "develop­
ment" or ruins-stabilization. None of this 
had been accompanied by archaeological 
investigation. In the summer of 1959, J. 
Russell Harper was sent to Louisbourg by 
the National Historic Sites Service to do 
the exploratory excavations which were 
to serve as an archaeological feasibility 
study. His work identified excavation con­
ditions, several types of structures and 
artifacts, and the physical condition of 
buildings and objects in all important areas 
of the Fortress. Although his work was not 
intensive in any one area, it was useful for 
guiding later detailed investigation (Harper 
1959). 

In the summer of 1961, a group from 
Acadia University did a preliminary under­
water archaeological survey of limited 
scope in the harbour of Louisbourg, and 
located a number of wrecks (Hansen and 
Bleakney 1962). 

The Restoration Project 
In the summer of 1961, the Government of 
Canada announced plans for the recon­
struction of a substantial portion of the 
Fortress of Louisbourg. The project was to 
last for a number of years, to employ and 
retrain men, to put money into the area, 
and to build a worthwhile attraction for the 
tourist industry - all of which affects the 
archaeology. Work began that summer on 
the clearing of an area for administration 
buildings, laboratories and workshops. 
After the project started, a recruiting pro­
gram was carried out to find the historians 
and archaeologists needed for research. 
This paper describes the extensive ar­
chaeological program carried out to provide 
a basis for accurate reconstruction. 
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Description of Archaeology 6 A heater with three ducts can carry hot air to 
different rooms under excavation in the north half 
of the Chateau. The shelter, with plastic windows 
and heat, made it possible to excavate during 
most weather. 

The following description of the archaeolo­
gical research is organized by units of 
excavation presented in the chronological 
order in which the work progressed. As 
such, it is a narrative of the excavation with 
comments on each area rather than a full 
exposition of the results of the studies 
which have been made. The full account 
will not be possible until all the reports on 
separate areas have been synthesized into 
one over-all study of the archaeology of 
the citadel (the King's Bastion and the 
Chateau St. Louis, surrounded by the outer 
and townward works) at the Fortress of 
Louisbourg. 

The various excavations and the studies 
resulting from them were planned so that 
such a comprehensive single study could 
be made; however, the specific way the 
citadel was divided into separate excava­
tions, and the order in which these were 
dug, are largely a result of the construction 
schedule. Archaeology was required to 
provide specific information about struc­
tures where planning for reconstruction 
was already underway or about areas 
which would be buried, disturbed, or ren­
dered inaccessible as a result of recon­
struction elsewhere. Consequently, this 
description will seem heavily biased to­
wards structural information. Such informa­
tion was needed first in order that the 
reconstruction aspects of the work could 
continue. Furthermore, the structural units 
will seem disarticulated. A major element 
in the archaeological program, developed 
in the fall and winter of 1963-64, was the 
effort to fill in the pieces missing as a result 
of this necessary disarticulation and to 
concentrate and consolidate efforts which 
had been spread too thinly. This was part 
of a larger research program in which we 
were trying to bring archaeological and 
historical studies into proper sequence. 
An ordered dialogue between the disci­
plines would present the evidence and 
draw the conclusions for an accurate men­
tal reconstruction of the citadel, and would 
record all the steps by which this recon­
struction had been reached. This record 
would answer any questions which might 

be raised in the future about the research 
information upon which the physical recon­
struction was based. 

The condition of work required special 
adaptation. It is hard to convey the size 
of the site, or the difficulty of working on it 
throughout the year and against reconstruc­
tion deadlines. Shelters were built to cover 
many of the areas where intensive excava­
tion was necessary, because even during 
the summer there is often rain to interfere 
with excavation. These shelters were heated 
during the winter to keep the ground from 
freezing and to make it possible for men to 
work in spite of the bitter weather (Fig. 6). 

Equipment of all sizes was used for the 
removal of back-dirt and often for actual ex­
cavation. There were small tractor-mounted 
backhoes and a large power shovel avail­
able, as well as a bulldozer and a Michigan 
front loader. Conveyor belts and powered 
concrete buggies were also used, but most 
dirt was removed from excavations by 
wheelbarrows. Due to the difference in 
elevation in some places, such as the deep­
er casemates, elaborate staging was often 
necessary for removing the dirt (Fig. 7). 
The archaeological labour force which did 
this work ranged from about ten men to 
more than thirty in the summer. 
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7 The arrows show how labourers removed fill from 
Casemate 3 Right. In such deep areas scaffolding 
was used, and the dirt removed by stages after its 
initial excavation. 

The work done under these conditions 
combined the pressures of the two kinds 
of "applied" archaeology. The first of these 
is general; the external conditions are con­
trolled, but the results of excavation and 
analysis are not necessary for the progress 
of non-archaeoiogical work. This is "sal­
vage" or "rescue" archaeology. The work 
here was like salvage archaeology in that 
any information which could not be rescued 
in the reconstruction area would be irre­
vocably destroyed by the process of total 
reconstruction. 

The second type of applied archaeology 
is specific. It involves an external agency 
which has requested certain particular in­
formation. At Louisbourg the archaeology 
was specifically applied because fully half 
the decisions upon which a detailed plan 
of reconstruction could be made were 
based on the analysis of excavated data. 
The alignment and slope of walls and par­
ticularly the elevations of related features 
were barely suggested by historical data, 
despite the mass of cartographic evidence 
available. Such facts are necessary for 
reconstruction and could come only from 
excavation. Most of the details of appear­
ance which give reconstruction an accurate 
atmosphere, concerning cut stones, bricks, 
rubble masonry, slate, mortar, building 
hardware and furnishings come from ar­
chaeology. 

The problem was particularly pressing 
because data, which it might or might not 
be possible to "salvage," in the first sense, 
were "required" in the second sense. As a 
further feedback effect, the results of what­
ever specific findings it was possible to 
present might affect the course of the re­
construction in progress, and so aggravate 
the threat of destruction to some other area 
which would then have to be salvaged. 

I should like to express my thanks to 
Mr. J. D. Swannack, Jr., Supervising Archae­
ologist, and to the members of the archae­
ological staff at the Fortress of Louisbourg 
who have helped with the preparation of 
this report and who have read the portions 
concerning their work. However, I am re­
sponsible for any inaccuracies. Mr. Fred 
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Allen, research illustrator for the archae­
ology unit at Louisbourg, prepared and 
drew the maps for this paper, and Mrs. 
Yvonne McNutt, archaeological adminis­
trative assistant, worked very hard to make 
certain that the drafts and other material 
were produced. Mr. B. C. Bickerton, then 
Senior Historian, also gave helpful advice. 

Fall, Winter, Spring, 1961-62 
John H. Rick was sent by the National 
Historic Sites Service on loan to the For­
tress of Louisbourg Restoration Section 
to help start archaeological research. He 
investigated the Royal Battery, which is 
halfway around the harbour, for a few 
weeks in the fall of 1961 and in the spring 
of 1962. He also initiated the basic artifact 
recording system. Also, at the same time, 
surveys were made in the surrounding area 
for outlying siege works by John R. Graham 
(1961,1962). 

Summer, 1962 
Excavation was under the direction of 
James H. Howard, who arrived at the be­
ginning of the summer and who stayed for 
the season (Howard 1963a, b). lain Walker, 
the first staff archaeologist on the project, 
also arrived at this time. All work was con­
centrated in the citadel, with some excava­
tion in the Chateau and in some of the 
casemates during wet weather, and major 
trenching was done across the fortifications 
of the King's Bastion to the outer works. 
This could best be described as a "gener­
al" excavation, in which there was digging 
done in every major type of unit existing in 
the bastion and Chateau itself. No one of 
these was fully investigated. 

Main Ditch and Escarp 
Major trenches were cut across the forti­
fications from the interior of the bastion to 
the covered way of the outer works. These 
did not provide any stratigraphic informa­
tion, but did locate the major stone revet­
ting walls of the citadel. Clearing both 
faces of the bastion was started, with the 
major objective of locating the flanked and 
the two shoulder angles. A few cut stones 

were found at the left shoulder and flanked 
angles, but the right shoulder was com­
pletely destroyed. The search for it pro­
duced the most dramatic find of the 
summer: a crudely-made lead box inside 
which was a wooden block with three 
chiselled holes containing two copper or 
bronze medals and one silver medal. Ex­
cept for material, the medals were identical, 
and dated 1720, commemorating the con­
struction of Louisbourg. They had the 
head of Louis XV as a youth, modelled by 
LeBlanc, and on the reverse side of the 
medals was a projection of what Louis­
bourg would eventually look like. Historical 
research showed that 18 such medals had 
been struck and sent to Louisbourg to be 
placed at the corners of major units of 
construction or royal buildings. One iden­
tical medal had been found previously, 
when the foundations of the French light­
house were stabilized in the 1920s. 

Work Outside the Bastion 
Stephen J. Gluckman was in charge of an 
underwater survey done that summer 
(1963a, b). This survey located all the 
known wrecks and some hitherto unknown 
on the harbour bottom, so that they could 
be studied in the future. A preliminary 
attempt was made to identify each of these 
with known French ships which had sunk. 
(The harbour and vicinity are under pro­
tection to prevent disturbance of these 
wrecks.) Patricia L. Gail was in charge of 
the processing of artifacts in the laboratory 
(Gall and Lynch 1962). There were six site 
assistants (undergraduate or graduate 
students who acted as recorders) during 
the summer of 1962. 

Fall, Winter, Spring, 1962-63 
Walker was in charge during this period, 
as the Senior Archaeologist did not arrive 
until the beginning of the spring. Excava­
tion continued uninterruptedly in the cit­
adel, and because of the weather, this was 
almost entirely under shelter (Walker 1963). 
Although some of this work was in the left 
flank casemates, most of the work was 
done in the Chateau. During this period, 

the main ditch of the bastion was cleared 
by machinery, and the exposure of the 
escarp of the two faces was completed. 
Kathleen R. Lynch was in charge of the 
laboratory. In the fall, Walker supervised 
the excavation of a well found during the 
course of deepening the basement of the 
First United Church in the modern town 
of Louisbourg (1964a). 

Summer, 1963 
Walker continued as Staff Archaeologist. 
The author arrived as Senior Archaeologist 
in March and Peter D. Harrison was Sea­
sonal Staff Archaeologist during the sum­
mer. Work concentrated on the circuit 
around the terreplein of the King's Bastion. 
The left flank casemates (reported on later 
by Jeremy B. Akerman 1965) and the right 
face casemates (Harrison 1964) were com­
pletely excavated and work was started on 
the right flank casemates. Outside the bas­
tion some work was done on the left flank 
escarp and part of the adjacent curtain. 
Some clean-up was done at the English 
star fort in front of the bastion, and ex­
ploratory excavations were made on the 
right re-entrant place d'armes on the outer 
works in front of the right shoulder of the 
bastion. The remainder of the Chateau, 
with the exception of a few rooms and the 
chapel, was also excavated by the end of 
this summer. John V. N. Dunton arrived as 
Conservator to be in charge of the artifact 
processing and study. There were ten site 
assistants. 

Left Flank Casemates 
These were six vaulted chambers each 
about 35 ft. long and 12 ft. wide filling the 
space between the escarp (or outer wall) 
and the interior revetment of the left flank. 
A seventh casemate, an almost square 
chamber behind the left shoulder of the 
bastion, was entered by the corne de vache 
passage. The vaults and ends of the first 
three casemates were almost intact, partly 
due to repairs and some reconstruction by 
Kennelly. For this same reason, the interior 
fill of these chambers was of relatively little 
interest, because much of it had been re-
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8 The right face casemate foundations were exposed 
after their shelter had been blown down by a high 
wind in December 1963. This view is looking north, 
toward a shelter being constructed over the 
right flank. 

moved or disturbed during the first half 
of the 20th century. 

Construction of these seven casemates 
began when the main walls in this area 
were built in 1722, and they were completed 
and covered by 1725. They were not more 
than a few feet deep below the terreplein 
of the bastion and did not accumulate much 
fill. This was shown by the condition of 
the last four casemates, where the case­
mate vaults had collapsed primarily due 
to the 1760 demolition. The resulting sealed 
deposits represented the entire period from 
the early 1720s to 1760, yet they were com­
paratively sterile of artifacts. All evidence, 
historical and archaeological, suggests that 
these latter casemates, and perhaps ail of 
the left flank, saw very little use except as 
shelters in the time of siege. 

The structural remains preserved on the 
left flank were important in visualizing miss­
ing portions of the bastion. In Casemate 6 
Left, the door was found warped but other­
wise intact up to about two-thirds of its 
original height, and the two vents were 
undisturbed. The vents and doors in Case­
mates 2 and 3 Left were disturbed and 
partly rebuilt by Kennelly, but investigation 
showed that many of their features were 
original. There were traces of doors in 
Casemates 4 and 5. Nowhere else in the 
bastion were such complete remains 
present. 

Right Face Casemates 
Beginning in 1720, the foundations of eight 
small casemates were constructed along 
the interior revetment of the right face near 
the right shoulder (Fig. 8). By 1725, when 
work was shifted to other parts of the for­
tress for six years, the two casemates next 
to the shoulder (8 and 9 Right, since the 
numbering starts on the right flank) had 
been vaulted. A decision was made not to 
complete the other casemates (10 to 15 
Right). However, a temporary powder mag­
azine was established in Casemates 11 and 
12 Right, which had some masonry wall 
construction and a wooden roof added for 
this purpose. 
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