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ABSTRACT 

The cutlery collection from the fort at Coteau-du-Lac includes 
knives, clasp-knives, a case-knife, forks, spoons, scissors and razors. 
They are discussed in an inventory format with pertinent historical 
references to facilitate dating. The format used is that of 
"categories" within which the artifacts are discussed according to 
shared characteristics and present physical condition. The building 
contexts for the site have also been used but with limited success. In 
some cases, the artifacts are similar to ones found at 18th-century 
colonial North American sites; these have been cited where applicable. 
Two tables have been provided, one to show the relationship between the 
number of artifacts found in a given context with the date of the 
context, the other to show the relationship between the building 
contexts and the individual categories. Illustrations of cutlery 
terminology have been provided in Figures 36-41. 

Submitted for publication, 1975 by Barbara J. Wade, Parks Canada, 
Ottawa. 



INTRODUCTION 

This report provides a descriptive inventory of the cutlery from 
the fort at Coteau-du-Lac; that is, knives, clasp-knives, a case-knife, 
forks, spoons and razors. The present condition and pertinent 
characteristics of each group of artifacts are discussed, in conjunction 
with any historical references that would facilitate the dating on a 
stylistic analysis. Where possible, artifacts have been compared with 
similar finds from other sites in North America. Several tables have 
been provided, one which includes information on the building contexts, 
their dates and the quantity of artifacts found; the other includes 
information on the contexts within each category of artifacts. At the 
end of each cutlery section, a summary of the findings related to the 
contexts has been made (Ingram and Folan 1977). 

Coteau-du-Lac was a British military post functioning from the last 
quarter of the 18th century to the mid-19th century. In 1779-80 
construction was undertaken to provide a multilevel canal (Ingram and 
Folan 1977: 106) which would enable goods to be relayed through the fort 
at Coteau-du-Lac year-round. Coteau-du-Lac was used militarily in the 
War of 1812, after which it was primarily concerned with civilian trade. 
Extensive renovations were carried out on the canal in the years 1825 
and 1826. During the 1830s, the post gradually lost importance as a 
trade centre. Except for a brief occupation during the 1837 Rebellion, 
the post continued to decline in importance. From the mid-19th century 
onwards, the land was rented out to private concerns and in 1872 the 
buildings were sold by auction. 

For a more detailed description of the history of the site and the 
location of the buildings on the original maps, it is suggested that the 
reader refer to "The Fort at Coteau-du-Lac: Four Reports" by Ingram and 
Folan, 1977. 
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KNIVES 

The terminology used to describe knives includes the blade shape 
(hump-back, tapered, parallel-sided, etc.)» the point (bulbous, round, 
sharp, etc.), the choil (the "heel" between the blade and the tang), the 
bolster (the "ridge" between the blade and the tang), and the tang 
(either the flat or rat-tail portion to which the scales or handle is 
attached). The presence or absence of these features helps to determine 
the date of manufacture of the knife. The maker's mark is also a 
reliable means of determining the date of a knife, but the marks found 
in this collection have remained, for the most part, untraceable. 

A brief summary of the salient features in dating knives, as 
applies to this collection, is described below. 

Before table forks were introduced into England in the early 17th 
century, knives were made with sharp points to fulfill the dual purpose 
of cutting the meat as well as spearing it. As the popularity of table 
forks spread the knife became proportionately blunter, and was used 
solely for cutting. 

About the third quarter of the 17th century, the blade end became 
rounded. By 1670, the blade back had become slightly concave, the blade 
edge correspondingly convex, and the point slightly bulbous. These 
features were accentuated as time went by, and, between 1700 and 1725 
(sources do not entirely agree), the curved back had acquired a dorsal 
hump about a third of the way along the blade. The hump on the back was 
retained on blades for most of the 18th century, and was often 
accompanied by a pistol-grip handle. After about 1750, the blade edge 
was gradually made less convex, and between 1750 and 1775, the choil 
became a popular feature. During the last quarter of the 18th century, 
the choil was less pronounced, while the edge became straight. Early in 
the 19th century, blades most often had straight, parallel sides with 
rounded points. Concurrent with this, however, at least one source 
(Smith 1816) illustrates the hump back/bulbous point continuing to be 
manufactured. 

Depending on whether the knife was made with a flat or a rat-tail 
tang, it would be finished with a handle or scales. A rat-tail tang is 
a rectangular/square or circular spike fitted into or through a one-
piece hollowed-out handle, and held in place with an adhesive, or rivet 
pins. The handle for a flat tanged knife is made of two pieces, called 
scales, placed on either side of the tang and attached with rivet pins. 
The cultural or chronological significance of the two types of tangs is 
not clear. Noël Hume states that during the 17th and 18th centuries, 
the majority of knives had rat-tail tangs, whereas after the middle of 
the 18th century the flat tang gained in popularity. He also states 
that the rat-tail, which passes through the handle and is riveted over a 
washer at the end, was a feature of the 17th century (Noël Hume 
1969: 178). Lloyd, however, considers the flat tang to be for common 
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knives and the rat-tail for finer goods (Lloyd 1968: 54-55). Singleton 
(1970: 3) says that the flat tang appeared on knives between 1825 and 
1850, but was a feature seldom used after the 16th century. 

Handles or scales can be made of a variety of materials, such as 
various metals, bone, ivory, horn, shell and wood. The more expensive 
materials are for fine quality goods, whereas a material such as wood is 
for more common items. 

Handles vary in shape and design as well as material. The pistol-
grip handle is associated with the bulbous point found on knives of the 
early 18th century (Noël Hume 1969: 178). The pistol-grip handle is 
shaped with a bulge on the lower edge near the butt as a balance to the 
upswept bulbous point. Scales of a shape that is wider at the butt end 
than at the bolster end appear in Smith's 1816 catalogue; the various 
incised ornamentations found on knives from this site are illustrated in 
this same source. 

There are 18 categories described below enumerating the salient 
characteristics of the knives. Ten categories describe rat-tail tanged 
knives, and blade fragments; the other eight categories describe flat-
tanged knives and blade fragments. These are followed by non-
categorized general descriptions of all the knife blade fragments and 
brass open-work handle fragments. 

Category 1 (Fig. la) 

There are six knives with a rat-tail tang, a bolster, a choil, a 
blade shape with a dorsal hump, and an upswept round point. The handle 
shape of these knives is not known; they are incomplete. The knife 
blade here illustrated is complete and measures 21 cm in length. It is 
marked but the mark is illegible. This shape could be dated to the 18th 
century as the dorsal hump and bulbous point and choil first appeared on 
knives about 1750. However, Smith's catalogue shows this shape knife 
still being manufactured in 1816. The contexts for these knives date 
predominantly to the early 19th century, which agrees with the latter 
literary source. 

Category 2 (Fig. lb) 

There is one knife with a flat tang, a bolster, a prominent choil, 
a blade shape with a concave back and a convex edge, and an upswept 
round point. The maximum width of the blade is 2.6 cm and the total 
length is 22.8 cm. The scales are made of bone and have bevelled edges. 
Five rivet pins pass through the tang; the central rivet pin has a flat, 
circular, countersunk head on one side. This knife shape is shown in 
the 1816 Smith catalogue. It comes from the North Blockhouse which 
dates from 1779 to the 1850s. 

Category 3 (Fig. lc) 

There are 13 knives with a rat-tail tang, a bolster, a prominent 
choil, a blade shape with a concave back and a convex edge, and an 
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upswept round point. The handles are incomplete. The longest blade/ 
tang item in this category measures 20.5 cm. One blade is marked 
GREAVES & SONS (Fig. 32i). This blade shape is similar to the one 
described in Category 13 of this report and probably dates to the early 
or mid-19th century, at which time knife blades were about an inch wide, 
with fairly parallel sides and a large round point. The blades in this 
category are similar to an example from Fort Michilimackinac, a site 
occupied from 1715 to 1781 (Maxwell and Binford 1961: PI. Xa). Contexts 
for these knives span the 18th and 19th centuries. 

Category 4 (Fig. Id, e) 

There are eight knives with a rat-tail tang which is flat in 
cross-section, no bolster, a choil which is rounded, where complete, a 
blade shape with parallel sides, and a point and handle which are 
incomplete. The angle where the blade tapers to become the tang varies 
in each item. One blade is marked I WILSON and underneath this the 
numbers "06" (Fig. 34i) . There are also two other blades marked CAST 
STEEL (Fig. 34J); and I WILSON CAST STEEL (Fig. 34k). These knives are 
similar to ones illustrated by Grimm from Fort Ligonier, simply called a 
"rat-tail knife blade" (Grimm 1970: 146, 111. #6). Fort Ligonier dates 
to the second half of the 18th century. This knife shape was found in 
building contexts from Coteau-du-Lac which includes dates of the last 
part of the 18th century up to the third quarter of the 19th century. 

Catetory 5 (Fig. If) 

There are two knives with a rat-tail tang, a bolster, a choil 
rounded and sloped, a blade shape which probably had parallel sides, and 
a handle and point which are incomplete. One blade is marked with a 
stamped figure of a candlestick lying sideways along the blade in the 
place reserved for the maker's mark (Fig. 32h). The bolster on this 
knife is an octagonal knopped shape. The tang is flatter in cross-
section than the one on the other knife in this category. One comes 
from the Hospital, pre-1812 to 1823; the other is from a miscellaneous 
test pit. Dating remains unclear as there is no documented date range 
for these knives. 

Category 6 (Fig. 2a) 

There are two knives with a rat-tail tang, a prominent elongated 
bolster (that is, the bolster is longer than it is wide), a choil, and a 
blade shape, point and handle which are incomplete. The knife 
illustrated is a unique shape in the collection and no dating or 
function is known for it. It comes from the Hospital, dated pre-1812 to 
1823. The other knife comes from the Scarp Wall. 
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Figure 1. Tableknives: a, Category 1 (9G9D3-29); b, Category 2 
(9G7A1-226), c, Category 3 (9G51A2-203), d, Category 4 (9G15D3-87), e, 
(9G15Z1-371), f, Category 5 (9G30A1-6). a, c-f: RA-2231B, b: RA-3281M. 
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Category 7 (Fig. 2b) 

There are 20 knives with a rat-tail tang, a bolster, a choil (where 
the artifact is complete), and a blade, point and handle which are 
incomplete. The length and width of the bolster varies in most cases. 
One blade is marked ...FRED (Fig. 32c), one is marked W WILFRED 
(Fig. 32d), and another is marked GREAVES SONS (Fig. 32e). None of 
these marks has been identified. Most are so badly fragmented that it 
is not possible to anticipate their original shape. They are similar to 
categories 16 and 17 of this report, differing only in that the latter 
have a flat tang. The knives in this category come from contexts of 
both the late 18th and 19th centuries. 

Category 8 (Fig. 2c) 

There are 14 knives with a rat-tail tang; a bone handle (where the 
artifact is complete); a bolster, a choil (where the artifact is 
complete), a blade shape with straight, parallel sides; and a round 
point (where the artifact is complete). One of the complete knives 
measures 21 cm in length. One blade is marked ...AM...; another, DENTON 
(Fig. 32f). There is one knife in this category which is much smaller 
than the others, the blade measuring only 8.7 cm by 1.7 cm (the average 
size of the others in this group is 16 cm by 2.8 cm). This could 
suggest it served a special function, such as that of a butter knife. 

Category 8 blades, similar in shape to categories 12 and 13, except 
for the rat-tail tang, probably date to the same period, i.e. early 19th 
century, or later. The contexts for these knives cover the period from 
the late 18th to the 19th century. 

Category 9 (Fig. 2d) 

There are five knives with a rat-tail tang, a bolster, a choil, and 
a blade shape with a straight back and an edge which tapers up to meet 
the point (making the point sharper than in a round point). The handle 
is incomplete. The longest blade/tang item measures 25.5 cm. One blade 
has an illegible mark (Fig. 32g). No dating is known for this blade 
shape, the contexts range from the late 18th to the 19th century. 

Category 10 (Fig. 2e) 

There are four knives with a rat-tail tang, a bone handle with 
bevelled edges without decoration, a bolster, a choil, a blade shape in 
which the edge curves up to meet the point, and a round point. The only 
complete item in this category measures 27 cm; another measures 26.8 cm. 
Two are in fairly bad condition, but there is a possibility that all 
four knives are alike; that is, they could be part of a set. Two of the 
four knives are marked, and corrosion notwithstanding, appear to be 
stamped with the same maker's mark ...STAMMER... (Fig. 32a and 32b). 
All four knives come from the Officers' Quarters, dating 1781 to 1870. 
This shape is not documented in sources consulted. 



Figure 2. Tableknives: a, Category 6 (9G9J5-20); b, Category 7 (9G15J3-261); c, Category 8 
(9G15C5-7); d, Category 9 (9G51A1-204); e, Category 10 (9G4A18-115). RA-2232B 
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Category 11 (Fig. 3a) 

There are four knives with a flat tang; bone scales, where present; 
a bolster, a prominent choil; a blade shape with a dorsal hump on the 
back with a concave curve toward the point end; and an incomplete point 
shape. The most complete of these is 21.8 cm long, and has a 
comparatively long bolster, measuring 1.5 cm (as opposed to an average 
of about 1 cm). One knife has scales with an incised diagonal design. 
Unfortunately, the point is missing on all four knives, but they 
probably have a bulbous round point. The bulbous round point/choil/ 
humpback feature on knives ranges in date from about 1750 to the first 
quarter of the 19th century. This seems to be in keeping with the 
dating of the building contexts for this category, which range from the 
18th into the 19th century. 

Category 12 (Fig. 3b) 

There are ten knives which have a flat tang; bone scales, where 
present; a bolster; a prominent choil; a blade shape which is straight, 
tapering toward the point ; and a round point, where present. The 
longest of these measures 23.5 cm, the average being about 20 cm. This 
shape is referred to in Category 3; the dating would be the early or 
mid-19th century. The knife illustrated has a slightly downturned tang, 
which suggests that the scales were slightly downturned in shape. It is 
marked ASHTON & JACKS, SHEFFIELD, (Fig. 34a). Another knife is marked 
S(HEAR)STE(EL), (Fig. 34b). All of the knives in this category come 
from buildings dating to the early part of the 19th century. 

Category 13 (Fig. 3c) 

There are eight knives with a flat tang, a bolster, a prominent 
choil, a blade shape with a slightly concave back and a convex edge, and 
a round point, where present. There are scales present on only one 
knife in this group. The longest of these knives measures 26 cm, the 
average being about 20 cm. One blade is marked NEV(U?)... (Fig. 34c). 
The size and shape of the knives in this group suggest that they are a 
modification of Category 12, the major difference being the concave 
shape of the blade back. The contexts for this group suggest the period 
from about 1800 to 1825. 

Category 14 (Fig. 3d) 

There are eight knives with a flat tang, bone scales where present, 
a prominent bolster, a choil, a blade edge which tapers upward to the 
point and a back which is slightly concave, and a point which is 
slightly rounded, where present. The longest of these measures 19.5 cm 
and has a blade edge which may have been reworked. One blade is 
marked : 
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Figure 3. Tableknives: a, Category 11 (9G11U6-108), b, Category 12 
(9G8S1-18); c, Category 13 (9G12E1-105); d, Category 14 (9G15D4-16), e, 
Category 15 (9G51A2-204); f, Category 16 (9G25C3-18), g, Category 18 
(9G22P1-30); h, Category 17 (9G4C7-167). RA-2240B 
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...SON & CO 

...ND WORKS (Fig. 34d) 

another is marked: 
...TURNER & CO 

[MANUFACTURERS [SHE] F [FJIELD (Fig. 34e) 
and another is marked: 

SHEAR ST[EEL] (Fig. 34f) 

None of these marks has been identified. No dating information is known 
at this time for this knife shape. The contexts for these knives span 
the late 18th and 19th centuries. 

Category 15 (Fig. 3e) 

There is one knife with a flat tang; bone scales, a bolster, a very 
short choil (.2 cm), a blade shape with a slight hump on the back, 
concave towards the point, and a convex blade edge, and a sharp point. 
The tang underneath the scales is probably the same shape as the one 
illustrated for Category 13; that is, slightly downturned. This knife 
measures 24.5 cm in length. This particular knife shape is unique to 
the site, and is not documented in any sources consulted; moreover, it 
comes from a general provenience of the site. 

Category 16 (Fig. 3f) 

There are 11 knives with a flat tang, bone scales, a bolster, a 
prominent choil, and a blade and point shape which is incomplete. One 
blade is marked: SHEAR ST[EEL] (Fig. 34g). The scales on these knives 
include those of plain smooth bone as well as those decorated with 
incised cross-hatching. One set of scales has been decorated in three 
separate sections: both side sections have a cross-hatched design; the 
centre section has parallel incised lines in groups of three. Another 
set of scales is made of unworked bone. These same designs have been 
observed in the 1816 Smith catalogue. Some scales in this category have 
been marked with incised letters; these were probably the owner's mark, 
and not that of the manufacturer. Some such marks include I X and W. 
This group of knives could be fragments of the types of knives described 
in categories 12, 13 and 14. Unfortunately, as the knives are so 
fragmented, this designation cannot be made. The artifacts come from 
contexts of both the late 18th and 19th centuries. 

Category 17 (Fig. 3h) 

There are 16 items which consist of a blade fragment, a bolster and 
a tang (either whole or fragmentary). The blade, point, and scales are 
completely nonexistent. These could be more fragmented examples of 
Category 16, but because of the lack of evidence, they have been grouped 
separately. 
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Category 18 (Fig. 3g) 

There are four items which consist of a flat tang, no bolster, a 
choil, a blade shape which seems to have parallel sides, and incomplete 
point and scales. One blade carries an illegible mark (Fig. 34h). This 
combination of features has not been found in sources consulted. 

Non-categorized Fragments 

There are 19 knife blade fragments of various shapes and sizes. 
One blade is marked, similar to a knife in Category 7 

...(SHEA)R STEEL... 
...GREAVES 

& (SO)NS (Fig. 4) 

This group of blades includes such features as round points or sharp 
points and parallel sides or tapered sides. 

Figure 4. Close-up of Mark on Knife (Non-categorized) 
(9G15A1-152). RA-2220B 

One of the blade fragments is most unusual. It has a shape similar 
to a human foot, calf and thigh, the foot part having the cutting edge 
(Fig. 5b). One end is rounded, the other pointed, like a toe. There is 
no visible means by which this blade could be attached to a handle or 
scales, or even as part of a clasp-knife. 

(Fig. 5a) There are 2 handle fragments of ornamental brass 
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open-work. An identical one was found at Fort George in Alberta, a site 
dating between 1792 and 1800, and is described as "probably part of the 
exterior casing or covering of a clasp-knife. It is a maximum of 21.0 
mm wide, and 3.1 mm thick" (Kidd 1970: 79). However, from Old Fort 
Point Site Number 1, dating the mid-1810s to the 1830s, a table knife 
with blade was found, and has the same design in brass open-work as 
those in this collection (Karklins 1974: n.p.). 

Figure 5. Knife Fragments (Non-categorized): a, Brass open-work 
handle (9G42A1-16); b, Blade Fragment (9G31B1-101). RA-2226B 

General Comment 

Knives and knife fragments in categories 4, 9, and 16 of this 
report are similar to ones found at the Roma site, but, unfortunately, 
the Roma contexts are mixed (Wade 1975: n.p.). 

Categories 1, 11, 7, 16, and 4 are knife types which occur at Fort 
Beauséjour (Priess, Shaughnessy and Wade 1975, n.p.). In the cutlery 
report for Fort Beauséjour, it is suggested that knives similar to 
categories 7 and 16 are dated to the 19th century and categories 1 and 
11 are dated to the early 19th century, and knives similar to those in 
Category 4 have been called "miscellaneous knife types" and not included 
in the table knife section. 

There are 159 pieces in the knife collection. The largest number 
come from the Stone Barracks, 1813/14-1872, where 29 were found. The 
next largest number come from the Hospital, pre-1812-23. Fifteen were 
found here. Seventeen were found at the Commanding Officer's Quarters, 
1781-1870. The North Blockhouse, 1779-1850s, yielded 12 and the North 
Storehouse, 1779-late 1820s, yielded 9. 


