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ABSTRACT 

This paper identifies and attempts to evaluate 39 groups of wares 
derived from an examination of 58,737 sherds of pottery. These wares 
were discovered as a result of the extensive excavations that have taken 
place at Louisbourg in the past 20 years. They comprise coarse 
earthenwares only - the five wares are the subject of separate 
attention. These coarse earthenwares include 39 groups, the bulk of 
which come from France and colonial America. The French wares were 
probably derived from two sources, the west coast naval base of 
Rochefort and the south coast port and naval supply base of Marseilles. 
Both places attracted goods from some distance for northern French 
material occurs here as do northern Italian wares. The colonial wares 
are varied and suggest several sources; there are also ephemeral groups 
of wares from England and the Orient. 

Submitted for publication 1978, by Kenneth James Barton, Hampshire 
County Museum Service, Winchester, England. 
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BRIEF HISTORY 
(Charles Lindsay: pers. com.) 

"The history of the French fortress town of Louisbourg on Cape 
Breton Island, Nova Scotia, begins with the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 
whereby France lost her colony in Newfoundland and transferred the 
people of the settlement at Placentia to lie Royalle (Cape Breton 
Island) the last substantial possession that France retained along the 
eastern seaboard. 

"It was the intention of the French to establish a large naval, 
fishing and commercial base on lie Royalle and to this end the harbour 
of Louisbourg - ice-free, deep and well-protected was chosen in 1719 to 
be the site of the largest fortified town along the Atlantic coast. 

"Construction of the fortifications was begun in 1720, the aim 
being to entirely surround the town, located on the western arm of the 
harbour, with defensive works especially strong along the landward face. 
These fortifications, though simple by European standards, were a 
massive undertaking in the colonial wilderness and were regarded with 
awe by the English colonists to the south. By the mid-1740s Louisbourg 
had become, in the eyes of these colonists, an almost impregnable base 
for French pirates and a serious rival to the New England merchants and 
fishermen. 

"Consequently, in 1745 a force of mostly untrained New England 
soldiers with the aid of the British navy set off to capture Louisbourg. 
With a mixture of luck and determination born of ignorance, the New 
Englanders managed to lay siege to and force the capitulation of 
Louisbourg in just over six weeks. When the New Englanders moved into 
the town they deported most of the French inhabitants to France and 
occupied the town for four years. 

"Then, in 1749, much to the annoyance of the New Englanders, 
Louisbourg was returned to the French by one of the clauses of the 
Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle concluded the previous year. When the French 
returned they found that much of the fortifications was still in 
disrepair from the siege four years earlier. Consequently, they set 
about rebuilding and strengthening the works - a task that was still not 
completed by the time of the second siege in 1758. On this occasion a 
force of British regular troops invested the town, taking advantage of 
much the same strategic and tactical weaknesses as had the New 
Englanders, and forced its capitulation after a seven-week siege. 

"Once again the French were deported and the English garrison took 
over. This time, however, the English were determined that Louisbourg 
would never again be a military threat. So, in 1760, they dug mine 
galleries throughout the fortifications, filled them with gunpowder and 
blew the defenses of the town into piles of rubble. 

"From 1760 to 1768 a small garrison was quartered in the few 
habitable houses of the town. When the soldiers were withdrawn all that 
remained to occupy the once crowded military and commercial town were a 
few fishermen and farmers. Since the late 18th century the fortress 
town has remained largely unoccupied and unused." 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 1973 the author was invited to assist in the evaluation of the 
coarse earthenware collection at the Fortress of Louisbourg National 
Historic Park, Nova Scotia. This was in conjunction with work already 
undertaken on material from the 1760 wreck of the French ship, the 
Machault, sunk in the Restigouche River, New Brunswick (Barton 
1977), and from Fort Beausejour, New Brunswick. It soon became apparent 
that the material, until then unsorted, from the Fortress of Louisburg 
was of much greater and higher calibre in variety and quality than that 
met with on any previous occasion and, more importantly, that this vast 
quantity of material represented the product of the excavation of only a 
very small portion of the site. The material discussed here is 
representative of only that portion which had been excavated up to the 
end of 1972. 

The majority of the coarse earthenware sherds could not be 
identified, as the means of identification was not available. These 
unidentified sherds were set aside in large drawers held in cupboards; 
the quantity was known to be considerable, and subsequently discovered 
to be 58,737, representing possibly 1000 objects or more. As only 16 
working days were available to tackle the problem, speed was of the 
essence, and the system used had to take this into consideration at the 
same time allowing for a minimum of error. Members of the Artifacts 
Department came together as a team of four and all available bench space 
was cleared. The drawers of mixed sherds were carried to a central 
sorting place and sorted into groups by glaze colour. This provided 
one large group of green-glazed material and another smaller group of 
brown-glazed sherds together with small groups where the glaze colours 
had easily recognisable characteristics, unglazed wares (later added to 
groups by fabric identification) and exotica. 

The two large groups of sherds were then sorted according to the 
colour, structure and nature of the fabric. The combination of fabric, 
texture and content and its colour, both inside and outside the sherd, 
together with the colour of the glaze provide most of the essential 
clues to the identification of otherwise undecorated sherds. This stage 
of sorting showed that almost exactly half the sherds came from a 
specific source and that the next largest group was related to it and 
later shown to come from the same potting centre. This stage of sorting 
also threw up minor groups and exotica. 

The final operation was to do a comparative sorting based on form 
and decoration. The shapes of handles, bases, rims, feet, or of vessel 
types or size were considered. After these three exercises had been 
completed 176,211 sherds had been handled. 

A drawing-board and cartridge paper were required for drawing the 
material; the pottery was drawn full size in pencil. When examples of a 
group of pottery were drawn these were put together on one sheet. Each 
group was given a number beginning with "1", and with the prefix "L" to 
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identify it in the future, as coming from the Fortress of Louisbourg 
(See Appendix for corresponding Parks Canada ware numbers). The 
groups were thus numbered in sequence according to their arrival at the 
drawing-board. 

When the sorting operation had been completed members of the staff 
then counted the sherds, and noted the identity and site location for 
each sherd. This information was processed and is now on the computer. 
The groups so formed have been stored in the order in which they are 
presented here in 31 groups. At least two of these groups have a 
question mark over them, as they lack certain cohesive qualities which 
would strongly confirm their interrelationship, despite similarities in 
fabric, form and glaze. These doubts are noted in the text; however, it 
will not be until the 18th-century wares of southern and western France 
and northern Italy have been published that a better understanding of 
the material will be possible. Information is also lacking on the 
potteries of the New England States certainly flourishing in some 
numbers in the late 18th century; only Laura Watkin's (1968) notable 
work can provide some of the answers. 

Subsequent to this exercise the author made two trips to Europe to 
tour the museums of the west of France and along the Mediterranean into 
northwest Italy. On these trips the firm identification of 90 per cent 
of the European material was established. The bulk is French with some 
northern Italian wares, the English material was confined to a few 
sherds from three sources. 

It can be said without doubt that the collections at Louisbourg are 
at present the best evidences of French coarse earthenware of the 
mid-18th century not only on the North American continent but also in 
the whole of France and on the littoral of western Europe, to which 
these wares were also exported. The same could probably be said for the 
collections of colonial "redwares." The collections at Louisbourg are 
of immense importance to the student of coarse earthenwares. It should, 
with increasing excavation works, become the Mecca of all interested in 
the development of European Anglo-American, Franco-American, and 
Hispano-American wares during this period. This statement applies not 
only to the coarse wares but also to the fine wares, the porcelain, the 
faience, the delfts, the salt glazes. The quantities and the close 
dating create a unique collection worthy of wide attention. 



THE FRENCH WARES 

Not surprisingly, the French products comprise the largest groups 
of pottery found at this site and amongst these groups is a 
preponderance of wares from the pottery kilns of the Saintonge, 
Charente, goods probably shipped either from Port Bertaud, through La 
Rochelle or the naval base at Rochefort. These very distinctive wares 
from the southwest of France with their ring and dot decoration and 
their brilliant green glaze colourings are known to have been exported 
into Europe principally along the western European littoral and are 
commonly found in England, the Channel Islands, and at French ports 
north of Bordeaux and in the Low Countries. Although there is very 
little published information on these wares, our knowledge of the place 
of production is sufficient to be able to identify them in most cases. 

It is possible by inference and implication to locate most of the 
rest of the wares from the south of France. Although there are no 
collections of material of equivalent date, there are extant collections 
of complete vessels from the mid-19th century there is a quantity of 
excavated material of 16th- and 17th-century date (but almost nothing of 
18th-century date). It is also possible to attribute some of the wares 
to the south of France by copmparing their decoration and fabric with 
fragments found in excavations and with an existing plate from Aubagne, 
although there is no historical record of pottery production there. 
Other pieces were certainly manufactured at the two important potting 
centres of Biot and Vallauris, and were shipped to Canada either through 
the ports of Marseilles or Antibes. In Antibes, fragments of a similar 
nature can be found. 

The products of the north of France are few. There are not in this 
collection classical examples of 18th-century pottery from Beauvais, 
the principal potting centre for northeastern France in this period, 
although some wares have been attributed to Martincamp, Sorrus, in 
northern France. There are also two or three groups to which no 
positive identification can be given, but they are considered to be 
French by their form, their fabric and their treatment which is similar 
to that found in other vessels. Type L12, a slip-decorated green and 
black ware with red dots, whirls, and key patterns, comprises a major 
part of the ceramic cargo of the Maohault, and therefore could be of 
French origin. 

Finally, there is a group of Italian wares now known to come from 
Albisola, Liguria; these are a very common ware in the south of France, 
so common, in fact, as to be considered important locally. They are a 
large group indicating that they were sufficiently common to be sent 
from the French ports in some quantity. 

Cognisance should also be taken of the fact that the French 
settlers were producing their own pottery in the valley of the St. 
Lawrence River north of Quebec. This Franco-American ware very closely 
copies that of the southwestern style of vessel. It is a red 
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earthenware with a dark, copper-green glaze and examples of it were 
exhibited at a seminar held in Louisbourg in September 1972 by 
Paul-Louis Martin, who is responsible for research work in the history 
of this ceramic development. He has shown without doubt that potters 
were specially recruited to do this work and that one potter came from 
the Saintonge itself. Just where these wares fit into the pattern of 
ceramic usage in the settlements at the mouth of the St. Lawrence River 
is not clear and it is probable that the ware never travelled far, but 
is a point which should not be neglected in considering what is and is 
not French in this particular context. 

Southwestern French Wares 

LI Saintonge Slipwares (Figs. 1-6) 

All the wares in this group can be paralleled by the finds in the 
waste heaps, gardens and fields in the village of La Chappelle des Pots, 
near Saintes, Charente Maritime, France (David and Gabet 1972). Such 
wares are thought to have been shipped downstream to La Rochelle and 
Port Bertaud (Chapelot 1972). The fabric is a fine rich pink colour 
with small ochrous pebbles included in the fabric which is very smooth 
to the touch. The vessels are wheel-thrown, very coarsely treated and 
not very well thrown. They are fettled at the base, knife cut from the 
wheel and then trimmed. The inside of the bases of the wares are 
usually smooth, but some of them are markedly rilled. They are 
decorated by washing in a thick white slip over the inside, over which a 
copper-stained lead glaze is applied. They are always fired on the side 
and always in an oxydising atmosphere. The most distinct examples are 
the wares decorated with dots. These wares were widely exported and are 
found in England, though no research on the English ones has yet been 
published. Southampton and Plymouth have examples and these wares are 
common in Jersey, Channel Islands. On the North American continent they 
appear in collections from Jamaica (Mayes 1972: 22) and from Fort 
Michilimackinac (Miller and Stone 1966: 28a). They also occur at Fort 
Beausejour and in the wreck of the Maahault (cf. Barton 1977). This 
is the largest group of wares found at Louisbourg. It is associated 
with L2, also a product of the same village. 

Ring and dot slip Decorated Wares (Figs. 1 & 2, Nos. 1-22) - The 
fabric, the form and the trimming, slipping, glazing and handling, 
firmly place this ware into one group. The decoration is basically a 
ring with dots inside and/or around it. The ring can be circular, oval 
or diamond-shaped and may vary in radius from 1-1/2 cm to 4 cm. The 
dots vary little in size. They are all applied free-hand. The colour 
range is principally red, but can be brownish on either a yellow or 
green ground; there is also a red slip ground which sometimes fires to a 
chocolate colour with green dots on it. The colander, No. 14 has this 
peculiar chocolate colour; it is probable that brown was the desired 
colour, as seen in another example. The two othe types, L4 and L12, 
which also have ring and dot decorations, come from different sources of 
manufacture. 
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A few examples of "tree" or "moss" decoration (Nos. 17 to 20) were 
probably made by trailing a thin dark slip on a wet and thicker white 
slipped surface, combing the' pattern and, finally, joggling it. The 
internal central decoration appears always to be a tree (No. 20). There 
may also be either combing or "comb-brush" application (No. 21). The 
decoration is normally red on yellow, although black on yellow and white 
on red also occur. The latter decorations are, however, less common. 
There are also much less commonly trailed-slip scrolls as in No. 22. 

Other decorative forms exist mostly on the coarser wares. 

Figure 1 
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Figure 2 

Figures 3 and 4 (Nos. 23-40) - the principal forms of vessels of the 
type shown above with one exception, No. 25, a porringer with the stub 
of what may have been a strap handle. The bowl, jar and porringer Nos. 
23 to 25 are yellow-glazed over white with slip which has pale green 
patches of slip added. No. 26 which has a green slip wash has also a 
black slip added. This black iron-enriched slip is used for decoration 
on Nos. 27 and 28. The basic colour of the glaze in each case is yellow 
caused by an oxydised firing of impure lead onto an iron-free slip on a 
relatively iron-free body - the commonest combination being the base 
yellow colour on black. The pprringers and bowls Nos. 29 to 31 are 
green- or yellow-glazed and have been dusted or sprinkled at random with 
an iron-rich powder which has given a speckled, streaky black 
colouration. 

Jars (No. 32) - The only evidence for this form of vessel within 
this group is that illustrated here. It is decorated outside with 
rouletted applied strips of body colour. Such strips are a 
long-standing traditional form of decoration on Saintonge wares. 
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Figure 3 

Double-Handled Jugs (No. 33) - They have two strap handles and a 
pulled spout. The vessel is glazed internally only. 

Drug Jar and Jugs (Fig. 4, Nos. 34-40) - These upside-down vessels 
are decorated by dipping them firstly into a solution of white slip then 
secondly into a copper rich glaze mixture. This last dipping often only 
covers a part of the slipped area. In a few instances an unaltered lead 
glaze is used which results in a yellow colour. 

The handled pots Nos. 37-39 illustrate a common form of which No. 
39 is the commonest. These vessels have rod handles decorated with 
grooves. 

Plain Green-Glazed Wares (Figs. 5 & 6, Nos. 41-61) - Plain 
green-glazed wares occur commonly in this group. Some of these wares 
are similar in form to those in group L2 and in some instances they look 
very much alike. Both groups originate in the same village. 

Bowls (Nos. 41-44) - A large number of bowls occur in which there 
are three principal sizes, as measured by the radii (No. 42) 11.5 
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cm, (No. 43) 14.5 cm, (No. 44) 18 cm. The commonest size was 14.5 cm 
and the least common 11.5 cm. A few fragments of the smallest bowls 
occur of which only one was suitable for illustration (No. 41); these 
vary slightly in their rim form but the basis of the variation is that 
on the larger bowls. Club-sectioned rimmed bowls, Nos. 45-46, a 
frequent type, occur in two sizes of 8.5 cm and 11.5 cm radius. 

Figure 4 

Dishes (Fig. 5, Nos. 47-49) - a large group of shallow vessels of 
three separate sizes in the following radii - 9 cm, 11.5 cm and 14 cm. 
One (No. 49) has been adopted as a colander by piercing large square 
holes in the base of the dish. This vessel is also heavily ribbed on 
the outside as is also No. 51. 

D Section-Rimmed Bowls (Fig. 5, Nos. 50-51) - two sizes of bowl in 
the radii of 11.5 cm and 9 cm. There are fragments of two horizontal 
handles which might come from either bowls or small jars of this type. 

Plates (Fig. 5, Nos. 52-54) - principally green in colour but some 
are yellow on the inner surface. These plates are relatively few in 
number and they vary in form although No. 53 is the most common type. 


