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Abstract 

This manuscript is a presentation of archival and 

pictorial sources concerning the functions, origins, 

locations, dimensions, construction methods and materials of 

structures at Upper Fort Garry from 1835 to 1887. A brief 

overview of the economic and political context for the 

architecture at the fort is presented for the general 

reader. Detailed descriptions of individual structures and 

the fort as a whole form the body of the manuscript. The 

purpose of this information is to aid in archaeological 

excavations, contribute to the field of fur trade wood 

architecture, and furnish a spatial basis for the many 

historical events associated with the fort. 
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Preface 

This study is one product of the Upper Fort Garry 

Archaeological Project. Initially archaeological interest 

in the fort was spurred by the Downtown Winnipeg Association 

through its desire to see the Upper Fort Garry Gate Park 

upgraded. Two small-scale excavations were undertaken as a 

result, one in the gateway itself1 and another between the 

gate and Main Street.2 Both these excavations were 

conducted to recover structural information that would aid 

in the reconstruction and displays that have subsequently 

been erected in the park. The archaeological potential of 

the fort, as demonstrated by these two excavations, prompted 

the commencement in 1981 of the Upper Fort Garry 

Archaeological Project in the principal remaining area where 

remains of the fort were still accessible, namely, 

Bonnycastle Park. 

The chronological parameter of the research was defined 

by the fort's period as a trading centre (1835-83) with the 

spatial parameter being the Red River Settlement. The 

research aim was to recover cultural remains from the 

southwestern portion of the fort under Bonnycastle Park, to 

integrate these remains with the historical record and the 

two previous excavations in the Upper Fort Garry Gate Park, 

and to use the historical and archaeological data bases to 

examine the roles of the fort and its occupants in the 

social and economic life of the Red River Settlement. 

The project was initiated and directed by Dr. Gregory 

Monks, University of Manitoba, and involved three 

consecutive summers of excavation. It was recognized at the 
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outset that extensive archival research would be required, 

and funding for this purpose was obtained under grants 

410-85-1093 and 410-84-0454 from the Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council in 1984. Acquisition and 

analysis of archival data have thus proceeded concurrently 

with analysis of the archaeological data. 

To date, a series of publications has arisen from this 

project. Three preliminary reports on archaeological 

excavations have appeared3 and a review of visual depictions 

of the fort has been accepted by Prairie Forum.4 One 

master's thesis has been completed on the cloth remains5 

and two more are nearing completion (Seyers on faunal 

remains; Larcombe on ceramics). In addition, the archival 

and archaeological research of this project has been the 

subject of an educational videotape, public lectures, 

academic colloquia and academic conference papers. At this 

writing, a paper on symbolic communication of the 

fort'sarchitecture is in the final stages of preparation.6 

This volume is a further outcome of the project. One 

of the basic questions that needed to be answered from an 

archaeological standpoint was exactly which buildings had 

been uncovered during excavations. Subsidiary questions 

also arose from this initial one, namely, when and how were 

they built, what modifications were made and when, and what 

were the functions of the buildings over time. Further, an 

anomaly was noted between various existing plans of the 

fort; some showed three major buildings inside the original 

west wall and others showed four. The resolution of this 

discrepancy was important because excavations were located 

precisely in this part of the fort, but the architectural 

history of its southwest corner was deemed meaningless 

outside the context of the fort as a whole. 

Accordingly, Brad Loewen was hired to conduct archival 

research principally on this topic and on the 6th Regiment 

4 



of Foot garrison of 1846-48. At a later date he was also 

employed to search out details of the architectural history 

of a sample of forts and posts in the Northern Department 

contemporary with Upper Fort Garry. Between his 

employments, Susan Dueck was hired to collect social, 

economic and census data on the Red River Settlement. In 

total, these bodies of data complement the archaeological 

data base, and these two independent data bases provide the 

foundation on which the analyses and interpretations of the 

project rest. 

A series of documentary reports on the fort's 

architecture were prepared by Loewen, and these formed the 

basis for stimulating, informative and productive weekly 

meetings with Monks. These discussions provided not only 

the required substantive data but also a jointly developed 

body of analytical and interpretive ideas about the fort's 

architecture over time. As well, further avenues of 

potentially fruitful research were identified. It became 

clear that the sum of Loewen's reports and the joint 

thinking needed to be analyzed and reported and Loewen 

generously undertook the task. 

The resulting monograph contributes significantly to 

our knowledge of Upper Fort Garry through a careful and 

detailed synthesis of its construction history. As well, 

some errors in frequently cited plans and dates are exposed, 

and interpretations are made that relate the fort as an 

architectural phenomenon to its context in the Red River 

Settlement. 
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Introduction 

For nearly half a century from 1835 to 1883, Upper Fort 

Garry was the focus for many political developments in the 

Red River Settlement and the entire North-West. The 

physical appearance of the fort was intricately associated 

with the social events of the time. The builders of the 

fort in 1835-37 intended it to be not only a lynchpin in the 

administration of the Hudson's Bay Company's far-flung 

concession, but also an architectural symbol of the 

company's station in northwestern society. When the fort 

was abandoned and partially destroyed by the HBC in 1883, 

the symbol of an era, according to one contemporary 

visitor,7 was lost. 

The 50 years during which the fort stood witnessed 

fundamental changes in the history of the region. In 1835 

the HBC held a legal monopoly of trade in furs in a vast 

area known as the "North-West". In practice, this monopoly 

included many other aspects of social, political and 

economic life. In terms of European culture in the 

North-West, the only complement to the far-flung trading 

posts was the community known as the Red River Settlement, 

comprising approximately 3,500 persons. By the 1840s this 

community, which had originally been entirely dependent upon 

the company, had developed to the point where indigenous 

free traders and agrarian producers began to apply pressure 

upon the HBC's monopoly. The English governors of the 

company did not see these developments as a localized 
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phenomenon, for at the same time in England the colonial 

policy of Great Britain was under attack from radical 

liberal reformers who eventually achieved the break up of 

the East India Company's monopoly. Upper Fort Garry's 

importance cannot be measured solely in terms of its fur 

trade functions, however significant they were in 

themselves. The fort was the point at which the HBC's 

monopoly came into contact with European culture in Red 

River and the North-West. 

Many of the buildings at the fort were the setting for 

mid-19th century Red River politics. The great store­

houses held the commodities of the company's monopoly or 

were converted into military barracks to enforce the HBC's 

economic and legal status. Adam Thorn's courthouse saw the 

celebrated trial of Guillaume Sayer in 1849. In the sales 

shop, storekeeper Magnus Linklater established values for 

goods and services. The office building was not only the 

scene of District of Assiniboia Council meetings and the 

source of the settlement's currency, but also the place 

where labour was hired, paid and released. In 1869 the 

significance of this building was underscored when Louis 

Riel's provisional government was based there. The upper 

fort was the physical nexus of the politic between 

establishment and settler, and as such attracted both the 

romance and the approbation of the developing North-West. 

Between 1858 and 1874, Upper Fort Garry gradually 

assumed the r61e of entrep6t for the company's entire 

Northern Department, which had been formerly held by York 

Factory. However, changes in the North-West were not 

limited to the venerable monopoly shifting its weight from 

one foot to the other. The railhead to the Mississippi, 

which was fundamental to the change in transport routes, 

also brought the outside world to the Red River area. Most 

significant was the arrival of a mercantile-colonial social 

element which held the Hudson's Bay Company's monopoly to be 

economically outmoded and ideologically repressive. The 
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