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Abstract 

The archaeological investigation of Sturgeon Fort on the 

North Saskatchewan River, carried out in the summer of 

1962 by Norman F. Barka under contract to the National 

Historic Parks and Sites Branch, did not reveal as much 

about the fort as had been hoped. The river had eroded a 

considerable part of the site and only some ten features, 

including refuse pits, cache pits and cellars, were found. 

The excavation did yield valuable data on the fauna and 

flora the fur traders utilized. Because the fort is known 

to have been occupied intermittently from 1776 to 1780, 

the artifacts recovered form an important closely dated 

assemblage. The majority of artifacts are of European 

manufacture and include a large variety of glass trade 

beads. Some Indian artifacts were also recovered. 

Submitted for publication 1974, by Norman F. Barka, College 

of William and Mary, Williamsburg, Virginia. 
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Sommaire 

Durant 1' ete 1962, Norman F. Barka, alors lie par contrat a 

la Direction des lieux et des pares historiques nationaux, 

a entrepris des fouilles archeologiques au fort Sturgeon, 

premier comptoir sur la rive de la Saskatchewan-Nord. La 

riviere ayant degrade une bonne partie du fort, les decou-

vertes se limiterent malheureusement a une dizaine de 

vestiges dont quelques zones de brique et de mortier, des 

caches souterraines, des depotoirs et un ou deux celliers. 

Vu 1'insuffisance des decouvertes, les archeologues ne 

purent les identifier avec certitude, mais leur nature 

permet de supposer qu'il s'agit des ruines des maisons 

construites a proximite du fort. Ces maisons de bois 

auraient possede des cheminees de pierre et torchis et/ou 

de clayonnage et torchis ainsi que des atres de pierre et 

chacune aurait ete rattachee a un cellier et/ou a un depo-

toir. 

Les fouilles archeologiques ont cependant fourni des 

informations precieuses sur la faune et la flore utilisees 

par les pelletiers et sur les marchandises qu'ils ont 

apportees dans cette region sauvage. Au nombre des artefacts 

recueillis il y en avait un certain nombre d'origine indienne, 

mais la plupart etaient d'origine europeenne, notamment une 

grande gamme de perles de verre destinees au troc. Comme 

e'est un fait etabli que le fort a ete occupe par intermittence 

de 1776 a 1780, les artefacts recueillis constituent done 

une importance collection appartenant a une courte periode. 
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Preface 

This report presents the results of archaeological excavations 

carried out during the summer of 19 62 at Sturgeon Fort, 

located on the North Saskatchewan River, four miles west of 

Prince Albert, Saskatchewan. The fort location was designated 

a national historic site in 1952 and called the Peter Pond 

site. 

The techniques of archaeology proved to be especially 

useful here as hitherto almost nothing was known about 

Sturgeon Fort, the earliest trading post on the North 

Saskatchewan River. The excavations at the site greatly 

aided in recalling this forgotten segment of early Canadian 

history. 

The work at Sturgeon Fort was particularly significant 

in another regard also. From historical records it is known 

to have been intermittently occupied during the years 17 76 

to 80 and the artifacts found there thus become an important 

closely dated assemblage. 
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The Founding of Sturgeon Fort 

The period of history which concerns the establishment and 

occupation of Sturgeon Fort is the period from about 1774 

to 178 0. At this time the Saskatchewan River and northwest 

country was beginni ng to be opened up by traders looking for 

new sources of the profitable furs from which they hoped to 

make their fortunes. This period was also one of intense 

rivalry and competition between the independent traders and 

the servants of the Hudson's Bay Company. Rich (1958-59, 2) 

provides a good summary of the expansion and rivalry of the 

fur trade during this period. 

The independent traders, or pedlars, as they were known, 

secured partners in Montreal to provide the financial 

backing for their fur-trading ventures. Trade goods were 

purchased in Montreal and taken up the waterways west to 

Lake Superior and then to Grand Portage on its northwest 

shore. There the goods and provisions were repacked into 

bundles for the long canoe voyage which took place each 

fall. To reach the northwest country, the canoes followed 

the waterways west from Grand Portage to Rainy Lake and 

Lake of the Woods, up the Winnipeg River and into Lake 

Winnipeg. Following the western shore, the canoes travelled 

north to what is today Harbour Bay, then across the Grand 

Rapids and into Cedar Lake (Fig. 2). Beyond Cedar Lake was 

the Saskatchewan River, from which the traders might then 

head for the northern areas by entering Cumberland Lake and 

then up the Sturgeon-Weir River, or they might head west 

and ascend the Saskatchewan. Once established in their 

wintering places, the traders remained there until the 
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10 

following summer when they packed up the furs received in 

trade and made the descent to Grand Portage. Here their 

partners received the furs and issued them a new cargo of 

goods and provisions. By the time the traders again reached 

their inland houses it was generally late in the fall. 

In contrast, the Hudson's Bay Company had refused, up 

until this time, to establish any interior posts, viewing 

them as unnecessary and expensive, and the Indians were 

forced to travel down the various waterways leading to Hudson 

Bay in order to trade with the Company. Meanwhile, the 

pedlars were pushing deeper into the interior, tapping the 

valuable furs at their source. Indians who had hitherto 

been forced to make the long and dangerous voyage to York 

Factory on Hudson Bay were delighted to find the goods they 

wanted being offered to them close at hand and many ceased 

to trade with the Company on the coast (Rich 1958-59, 2: 

116-7) . 

The Hudson's Bay Company was at last forced to see the 

necessity of an inland post if they were not to be edged out 

of the fur trade and in 1774 Samuel Hearne was sent into the 

interior to build Cumberland House on Pine Island [Cumberland] 

Lake. Hearne had chosen the location with care as the site 

was strategically placed to accommodate the Pasquia and Carrot 

River Indians, the Sturgeon Indians in the Sturgeon-Weir 

vicinity and the Indians on the west end of the Grass River 

to the north (Hearne 1934: 113-4; Morton 1939: 303). 

Few of the independent traders' journals have survived. 

What we know of their activities on the Saskatchewan River 

during the 1774-80 period is revealed mainly through the 

journals of the Hudson's Bay Company and particularly those 

of Cumberland House and Hudson House (Hudson's Bay Company 

1951-52). These documents, recording with interest the 

comings and goings of the Company's competitors, provide a 

revealing account of the pedlars' trading activities and 

detail the establishment of their various posts in that area, 
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including Sturgeon Fort. 

From 1774 to 1776 the pedlars' northernmost post on the 

Saskatchewan River was at Isaac's House, also called Fort des 

Prairies, located "seven Days journey" above Cumberland House. 

Matthew Cocking of the Hudson's Bay Company expressed his 

belief in 1776 that, at least for that year, "the Pedlars 

cannot go much further up than their present residence, being 

so late in the fall before they come up the Season will stop 

them" (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 47). But the pedlars 

had left men behind on the Saskatchewan and that summer 

Cocking reported that the pedlars were building a new house 

"about three Days Paddle above their former settlement" 

(Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 57, 77). This new settle­

ment was to be known by various names: Sturgeon Fort, Sturgeon 

River Fort and Fort la Prairie, as any post in proximity to 

the grasslands was often called. Peter Pond called it "Fort 

Pond" or "Fort Eturgeon" on his various maps (Figs. 4-6). 

The post was located about one-eighth of a mile from the mouth 

of the Sturgeon River, often called by its earlier name, the 

Setting or Net-Setting River, and today known locally as the 

Shell. 

In August 1776 the meagre supply of liquor gave out at 

Cumberland House and the Indians refused to trade except for 

small amounts of tobacco. Cocking remarked somewhat bitterly 

that tobacco and liquor were about all the Indians wanted 

from them as they got everything else from the Canadians, 

for when the Pedlars they come Here in the fall, 
they are so very short of Victuals that they give 
a Blanket for a Dog, and they have such great Stocks 
of Liquor that they give it all away for very little 
or nothing at all (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1:82). 

In October 17 76 the pedlars returned from Grand Portage 

with 23 canoes going up the Saskatchewan and two heading for 

Beaver Lake (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 97). That 

same month Robert Longmoor of Cumberland House was sent 

upstream to try to induce the Indians to come down to the 
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English fort to trade (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 94). 

When he returned to Cumberland House the following February, 

he informed Cocking of the details of the pedlars' move to 

Sturgeon Fort and Cocking recorded in this journal that 

the Pedlars at first had three Settlements at 
Fort des Prairies and there was great Emulation 
between them in endeavoring to undersell each 
other by means of which they hurt themselves 
much, the reason was, that some who had a 
Difference with their fellow Traders last spring 
refused to Join Stocks, But however these 
finding the Inconveniences of their acting 
separately and through Perswasions used by 
others they consented to Join, and accordingly 
they all went up to the Upper Settlement 
[Sturgeon Fort] (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 
1: 116) . 

Exactly who occupied Sturgeon Fort that first winter is 

uncertain, but it is known that Peter Pond was there, as 

indicated on his maps of 1785 (Figs. 4, 5). Thomas Frobisher 

was also at the post, for Robert Longmoor was treated 

courteously there by Frobisher, who apologized for the 

rough treatment given Longmoor at Beaver Lake the year 

before (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 117). (In June 1776 

Robert Longmoor was bringing Indians from the north to 

Cumberland House to trade. On the way they stopped at 

Beaver Lake where Thomas Frobisher and the elder Alexander 

Henry had a house. While there, Longmoor was harassed and 

insulted by Henry and Frobisher and his furs seized. At 

night the pedlars got the Indians drunk, stole their furs 

and in the morning blamed the incident on Longmoor. After 

more exchanges of insults, Longmoor returned in disgust to 

Cumberland House. Morton [1939: 61] mistakenly refers to 

Joseph Frobisher in this incident as Cocking pointedly 

mentions the "younger Frobisher," who would be Thomas.) 

The Beaver Lake incident was not so easily brushed 

aside, however, for when two pedlars stopped at Cumberland 

House in April, Cocking told them that while he would extend 

to them the same courtesy shown to his men at the upper 
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settlement, he could not ask them inside due to the rudeness 

shown to Longmoor the previous year. But Cocking provisioned 

them and the pedlars reported that all their people were well 

with plenty of food (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 136). 

In May 1777, Indians reported to Cumberland House that 

two of the pedlars' men who had been sent out from Sturgeon 

Fort to trade had been robbed and murdered (Hudson's Bay 

Company 1951-52, 1: 147). 

Later that same month a canoe of pedlars, among them 

Thomas Frobisher and Isaac Batt, arrived at Cumberland House. 

Cocking thanked Frobisher for the kindness shown to his men, 

but again referred to the Longmoor incident. He received the 

apologies of Thomas Frobisher, who blamed it all on Alexander 

Henry. Frobisher then continued to Beaver Lake (Hudson's Bay 

Company 1951-52, 1: 149). 

On 25 May 12 canoes of pedlars, under the command of 

William Holmes, made the descent from Sturgeon Fort to Grand 

Portage, with five canoes remaining behind at Sturgeon Fort 

to await some Indians who had not yet arrived there to trade 

(Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 150-1). 

In June a third pedlar at Sturgeon Fort met his death 

at the hands of the Indians and Cocking commented in his 

journal that 

the reason given for the Indians committing these 
cruel deeds are, that the Pedlars have traded 
their Goods at an exorbitant rate, particularly 
last Winter; the Natives having received little 
or nothing for their Furrs, and some of them have 
been beaten and otherwise malettreated when at 
the Pedlars Settlement [Sturgeon Fort] (Hudson's 
Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 157). 

In the same month Tomison reported to Cumberland House 

that there were two different interests among the pedlars 

and that they were again divided. He also reported that 

several Indians, having been to Sturgeon Fort, came to warn 

him that the pedlars had threatened to attack the English 

and murder them all. The English immediately confronted the 
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pedlars with the accusations, which they denied; however, 

the English remained suspicious (Hudson's Bay Company 

1951-52, 1: 158-9). 

In January 1778 a Canadian arrived at Cumberland House 

with a note from John Ross, master pedlar at Basquia, which 

asked the English to give the bearer provisions to enable 

him to get to "Fort la Prairie," as he called it, adding 

if they did so they would "greatly oblige His employers who 

is Messrs. Bruce, Graves, and Pond...." (Hudson's Bay Company 

1951-52, 1: 211). 

On 13 February 1778 another note arrived at Cumberland 

House, recording the names of some of the pedlars who resided 

at Sturgeon Fort: 

Sturgeon River Fort 29th Janry. 1778 

Gentlemen 

Tho' unacquainted with You, I take the liberty 
of writing to You, which I hope you will excuse 
when you consider the Contents Last September a 
Man I had in my Service named Leduke (with four 
others, whose Names are Yarta, Marta, and Savoy, 
the latter speaks a little English) Ran off and 
Stole from Me a Canoe load of Goods its my 
Opinion they'll be audacious enough to attempt 
to go to some of your Forts next Spring or 
Summer; Dear Gentlemen I beg you will take the 
trouble of adviseing the Gentlemen of your 
various Forts of the felonious Act committed 
by them Villains, I flatter myself by the 
Character you bear, if they steer their Course 
to any of Your places that they'll be apprehended 
and the effects seized which will be gratefully 
acknowledged by 

Gentlemen 
Your very Humble Servant 

Charles McCormick 

Last November a Frenchman named Francis killed 
an Indian here, He steered his Course by all 
Accounts we can hear towards You, it is humbly 
beged of You by all the Traders here; that if 
he happens to be at Your Forts or where he 
can be apprehended by You, we think ourselves 
as Englishmen in Friendship bound to advice 
You of the Villain as per chance He may be 
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guilty of as bad an Action at Your place: 
We are Gentlemen 

Yours very Humble Servants 
Booty Graves 
Charles McCormick 

P.S. The Gentlemen William Bruce 
here have permitted Peter Pond 
Me to sign for them. Peter Pangman 
Charles McCormick Nicholas Ma Ture [Montour] 

Bartw. Blundau [Blondeau] 
(Hudson's Bay Company 
1951-52, 1: 215-6). 

In May 1778 the pedlars made the descent to Grand 

Portage (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 235) and later 

that month Tomison, who succeeded Cocking at Cumberland 

House, made the following entry in his journal: 

at Noon May 2 6 Peter Pond one of the Canadian 
traders arrived here with five large canoes 
from above loaded with Goods; He is going to 
penetrate into the A,tho,pus,cow [Athabasca] 
country as far as he can possibly go and there 
to stay this winter.... (Hudson's Bay Company 
1951-52, 1: 235). 

In September 1778 Bartholomew Blondeau, Peter Pangman and 

their men returned from Grand Portage earlier than usual so 

that they might build a new post further up the Saskatchewan 

from Sturgeon Fort (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 261). 

This they did, establishing a house about 40 miles above 

Sturgeon Fort and later a second one further up the river 

beyond the elbow at Eagle Hills. Consequently, these latter 

posts became the pedlars' "upper settlement" and "middle 

settlement," and Sturgeon Fort now became the "lower settle­

ment" (Morton 1939: 321-2). 

In October William Holmes and Booty Graves arrived from 

below with ten canoes, having lost two on the way up from 

Grand Portage (Hudson's Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 265). 

Longmoor was sent out late that fall from Cumberland 

House to build a house as far upstream as he could get. He 

arrived at the middle settlement on 22 October, where he found 

winter setting in. The pedlars there advised him to go no 
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further and offered him the use of a house which Bartholomew 

Blondeau had half-constructed and deserted in favor of the 

post at Eagle Hills. Longmoor wisely consented (Hudson's 

Bay Company 1951-52, 1: 287). 

Philip Turnor of the Hudson's Bay Company journeyed up 

the river the following spring to join Longmoor and on 17 

March 1779 he came to Sturgeon Fort: 

Wednesday arrived at two Houses on the North 
side the River, the one inhabited by Blondeaux 
the other by Robert Grant by their intreatment 
I staid all night with Mr. Blondeaux whoe 
treated me with the greatest respect. 
Thursday, 18th:...Mr. Blondeaux's men had taken 

our dogs to fetch meat therefore was obliged to 
stay this day, Mr. Blondeaux talks no English 
Mr. Robert Grant being of North Britain acted as 
our linguist.... (Hearne 1934: 217-8). 

On 19 March Turnor arrived at Longmoor's house and recorded 

the size of the middle settlement and the identity of the 

traders there: 

[the previous winter] Blondeaux having two 
Houses upon this spot offered one of them to 
Longmore which he thought most prudent to 
accept, there being then three trading Houses 
within 200 yards exclusive of Longmore, one 
in possession of Gibosh in trust for Wadding 
[Waden, a Swiss trader] one in possession of 
Holmes & Graves & an "other in possesion of 
Nicholas [Montour] in trust for Blondeaux 
likewise about ten small Houses inhabited by 
their men, which in fact are trading Houses 
every one of their men being a trader, being 
so many houses built upon the spot they had 
used all the timber which is proper for 
building nothing but very large Poplar left 
(Hearne 1934: 219-20). 

Later, on 1 April 1779, Turnor remarks on the upper 

settlement at Eagle Hills: "there now being in this River 

about Six days paddle above Robert Longmore, a Settlement 

which belongs to McCormack, Greaves, Pangman, Blondeaux, 

Holmes, Grant, & Gebosh" (Hearne 1934: 221). 

Also that spring the affairs of the pedlars were in a 

state of confusion, with the traders striving against each 


