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Abstract 

Fort St. Joseph on St. Joseph's Island near Sault Ste. 

Marie, Ontario, was excavated during the summers of 1963 and 

1964 by the University of Toronto. The project was 

sponsored by the Department of Indian and Northern Affairs. 

During the two field seasons the locations of the major 

structures of the fort were identified. These include the 

blockhouse, the old bakery, the guardhouse and the stores 

building, the new bakery, the powder magazine, all four 

bastions, the curtain walls, the water-gate with its 

associated ravelin, and the land-gate. The ravelin 

associated with the land-gate and a problematical chimney 

structure were investigated. The ground plans and 

dimensions of each of these structures were determined; a 

high degree of correlation obtained between the documentary 

and the actual measurements. 

Detailed information has been obtained about the 

construction of foundation trenches, footings, foundation 

walls and oven and chimney foundations. The nature of both 

palisade and bastion support-beam constructions has been 

recorded. In many instances, the position of floor levels 

and supporting beams was ascertained. It has been confirmed 

that roofs were sheeted with metal and that windows were 

glazed. 

A total of 20,000 artifacts was retrieved, including 

items of a military, constructional, personal and domestic 

function. These artifacts, as well as the structural 

information obtained during excavation and historical 
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documentation, have been used to recreate the life and 

culture of the fort during the early 1800s. 

Submitted for publication 1966 

by J.N. Emerson, H.E. Devereux and M.J. Ashworth, 

University of Toronto. 
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Abrégé 

Les ruines du fort St-Joseph se trouvent sur une colline de 

l'île St-Joseph près de Sault-Sainte-Marie (Ontario) et 

elles dominent le chenal sud de la rivière Sainte-Marie. Le 

présent rapport décrit les fouilles archéologiques faites à 

cet endroit durant les étés 1963 et 1964 et tente de 

reconstituer l'histoire du fort, de même que la vie et la 

culture des gens qui y ont vécu au début du XIXe siècle. 

Au début des travaux archéologiques, les plans du fort 

aidèrent S situer et à identifier les bâtiments et à établir 

un plan de fouilles (Lambart 1963). A cet égard, les plans 

de Ross (1925), de Durnford (1823), de Duberger (1800) et le 

plan P14278, Mann (s.d.) du British Museum se révélèrent les 

plus utiles et les plus précis. Quant aux plans de Bartley 

(1925), de Molesworth (1853-1854) et de Renwick (1852), ils 

se montrèrent inférieurs aux premiers. Les photographies 

aériennes furent également d'un certain secours. Cependant, 

comme il s'avéra souvent assez difficile de repérer au sol 

ce que montraient clairement les photos aériennes et les 

plans, nous avons brQlé le gazon à certains endroits pour 

faire apparaître la configuration des bâtiments et des 

éléments structuraux, ce qui facilita le travail de fouille. 

De manière générale, nous avons d'abord fouillé les 

éléments structuraux les plus évidents. Les vestiges de 

quatre ouvrages présentaient des murs de pierre encore debut 

qui atteignaient dix pieds de hauteur. Ces murs furent 

soigneusement enregistrés au moyen de notes de fouille, de 

cartes, de descriptions, de dessins et de photographies. La 
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fouille débuta par l'ouverture d'une tranchée de sondage 

dans le secteur de la courtine nord-est. Nous voulions 

ainsi repérer la courtine et savoir ce qui en restait. 

Après avoir trouvé les quatre courtines, nous avons attaqué 

les fondations évidentes du fortin. Enfin, nous avons 

entrepris simultanément la fouille d'éléments structuraux 

moins évidents et des angles des bastions. En même temps, 

nous avons tenté de repérer les autre éléments structuraux 

au moyen de tranchées de sondage. Nous avons établi un 

quadrillage standard aux fins de références et un dossier 

complet de la fouille - dessins, notes et photographies -

qui a été déposé au ministère des Affaires indiennes et du 

Nord. 

La fouille a révélé l'emplacement des principaux 

bâtiments du fort. Il s'agit du fortin, de l'ancienne 

boulangerie, du corps-de-garde, du bâtiment des provisions, 

de la nouvelle boulangerie, de la poudrière, des quatre 

bastions, des courtines, de l'entrée côté eau avec son 

ravelin et de l'entrée côté terre. Nous avons fait des 

découvertes peu dignes de foi sur le ravelin associé à 

l'entrée côté terre et avons étudié une cheminée 

problématique. Les plans dressés et les dimensions notées 

de tous ces ouvrages révélèrent la très grande exactitude 

des documents historiques. 

Nous avons recueilli des informations très détaillées 

sur l'exécution des tranchées de fondation, et la 

construction des empattements, des fondations et des 

fondations des fours et des cheminées. Nous avons noté le 

mode d'agencement des poutres de soutien de la palissade et 

des bastions. Dans plusieurs cas, nous avons pu confirmé la 

position des planchers et des poutres les soutenant. Nous 

savons avec certitude que les toits avaient des couvertures 

de métal et que les fenêtres avaient des carreaux vitrés. 

La fouille a livré un total de 20,000 artefacts 
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témoignant de la vie militaire, des matériaux de 

construction et des articles personnels et ménagers. 

Outre les techniques de construction, la fouille a 

également fourni un grand nombre de preuves de la 

destruction du fort par les flammes, plus particulièrement 

des preuves de l'incendie de la boulangerie et du fortin. 

Les fouilles n'ont pas été très fructueuses en raison des 

grands ravages des incendies notamment celui de 1814 et des 

bouleversements du site par bulldozer en 1948. Nous avons 

donc été contraints de nous fier aux documents et aux 

données comparatives obtenues d'autres forts anglais de la 

même époque approximativement. 

Les élévations faites par Duberger, une aquarelle du 

lieutenant Walsh et les affirmations assez précises du 

capitaine Bruyères sur les dimensions (particulièrement les 

hauteurs) des bâtiments nous ont été très précieuses. Outre 

ces descriptions verbales et ces dessins, nous nous sommes 

inspirés des ouvrages restaurés du fort George et des 

ouvrages encore debout du fort York pour nous représenter 

l'aspect des constructions. La grande uniformité des plans 

et des techniques de construction des fort anglais du début 

du XVIII siècle nous autorisait, avons-nous cru, à 

procéder de cette façon. 

Le fort St-Joseph n'a jamais connu la solidité et la 

complexité des forts George et York. Le terreplein, la 

banquette, la place d'armes et les plateformes à canon des 

bastions (sauf peut-être dans les bastions sud et ouest) 

n'ont pas été achevés. Le fort n'a jamais eu la réputation 

d'être un fort résistant et facile à défendre. Malgré la 

faiblesse défensive que lui attribue l'opinion moderne, sans 

s'appuyer sur des faits faut-il préciser, le fort St-Joseph 

servit au logement et au maintien de la garnison qui 

protégea les pelletiers et la population indienne. Il 

servit également de rendez-vous commercial et, à l'heure de 
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l'offensive décisive de juillet 1812, il fut la base d'où on 

lança l'attaque réussie sur le fort Michilimackinac. Ainsi, 

il joua un rôle militaire important dans le maintien de 

l'intégrité nécessaire de la frontière internationale dans 

la région des Grands lacs et, partant, contribua 

véritablement à l'évolution du Canada à titre de nation. 
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Introduction 

On a windswept hill overlooking the South Channel of the St. 

Mary's River stand the ruins of Fort St. Joseph. The hill 

is located on St. Joseph's Island near Sault Ste. Marie, 

Ontario. These ruins were investigated archaeologically 

during the summers of 1963 and 1964 by the University of 

Toronto. In the pages which follow, we seek to construct 

something of the history, life and culture at the fort in 

the early years of the 19th century. 

Recreating life and culture at the fort proved to be a 

challenging task. It was first necessary to shed our 

stereotyped ideas as to what a fort should be like. This 

stereotype conjured up a picture of a nearly impregnable 

fortress with menacing cannon projecting from the bastions. 

We could imagine the roar, the smoke and the flame as shot 

rained down upon the unwelcome intruder. The blockhouse 

would stand prominent, strong, and central, enclosed by a 

rugged picket palisade. Inside the fort there would be a 

bustle of military activity upon the parade square. The 

changing of the guard and the firing of the sunset gun would 

be important daily events. The flag of England would fly 

proudly above this outpost of empire. However, as we 

immersed ourselves in the archaeological and historical 

data, such a picture never emerged as a reality. 

It became apparent that there was no one single Fort 

St. Joseph. In fact, we felt that we were seeking to 

recreate a fort which never actually existed. Yet the ruins 

were there, and the accumulated historical and 
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archaeological evidence testified to the fact that such a 

fort had existed. 

Gradually the realization came that we were dealing not 

with an entity, a fort, but with a process - the process of 

a fort coming into being, developing, taking form, being 

burned, decaying and becoming a ruin. This was the reality 

which had to be grasped, not our stereotype of what might 

have been. The realization of this has done much to 

determine the approach and format of this report. 

The fort was in a constant state of change throughout 

the period of its existence. Accordingly, it was considered 

more realistic to approach the data from a direct historical 

or chronological point of view and to trace its development 

year by year as revealed by the historical documents 

available to us. Such documents, then, dictated the order 

and organization of the topics discussed. In turn, each 

topic was expanded in the light of both the archaeological 

evidence and in some cases, in terms of a broad historical 

understanding of events which were taking place upon a grand 

scale in the New World and which had their impact upon life 

at Fort St. Joseph. 

As a topic, such as the fur trade, or a structure, such 

as the blockhouse, was encountered for the first time in our 

documents, we pursued that particular topic or structure to 

a point of appropriate completion, even though its 

development spanned a number of years. In this way, we did 

deviate from a strict chronological approach. Also as a 

given topic was introduced, we considered our information in 

relation to the artifact material which was associated with 

it and drew what inferences we could from such associations; 

thus, artifacts are mentioned only when they cast light upon 

the understanding of a given structure or feature. For 

example, we are able to infer that in the blockhouse, the 

construction of the upper chimneys consisted of rectangular 



red brick. Thus the data of history and archaeology were 

integrated as far as possible. Sometimes there was 

confirming evidence, sometimes conflict; sometimes the 

particular evidence had to stand alone. But in general the 

result was a deeper and more comprehensive picture and 

understanding of Fort St. Joseph. 

The excavation of Fort St. Joseph was the first 

experience of the Department of Anthropology of the 

University of Toronto in the field of full-fledged "historic 

archaeology." We found the experience both salutary and 

rewarding. It was new, different, and challenging. 
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Method of Study and Analysis 

This report must be considered a beginning rather than a 

complete study. It would be unrealistic to consider that 

the whole story of Fort St. Joseph could be pieced together 

by two seasons' excavation and the amount of historical 

documentary research and analysis done to date; however, the 

broad outline is blocked out and in a number of cases, quite 

detailed information has come to light. 

It must be emphasized that the competence of the 

writers of this report lies in the field of archaeology, not 

history. We are largely dependent upon the National 

Historic Parks and Sites Branch, Department of Indian and 

Northern Affairs, for the historical documents and the 

abstracts of documents contained in this report. 

The National Historic Parks and Sites Branch provided 

us with a series of some 70 abstracted documents, 13 maps or 

plans, and a 6-page summary of this data which have been 

utilized generally throughout the text (Lambart 1963). The 

Branch also presented us with an historical summary (Lee 

1966). We have used all of these documents freely. 

The Glossary of Military Terms Used in Fortifications 

prepared by Mr. Steven Sheridan of the National Historic 

Parks and Sites Branch was of particular assistance to us 

(Sheridan 1963). As archaeologists much more at home in the 

prehistoric and Indian field, we found ourselves often at a 

loss to name the structures encountered. 

In the initial phases of our work, the ground plans of 

the fort proved to be a boon in the location and naming of 


