OLN FORT WILLIAM

fan “e Learn fnvthina?

In Ynvember, 1376, a 2%2-nage critique of the Ontario fiovernment's multi-million
dc112r reconstruction of Morth test Company Fort William was distributed to represent-
atives of various public informatinn, governmental, academic and professional
organizations. The essential messaca in this critique was that "N1d Fort Uilliam",
as the reconstruction is callad, is by no means historically "authentic”, as claimed.
The criticisms, based 2n archaeclnaical and documentary evidance, f2l1l uncdar three
mjor hecadings, and can be outlinad as frllows:

1. Improper Locaticn  The reconstructicn is nina miles upriver from the orininal site,
which sits on 1 deltn whevre the Kaministikwia River meets Lake Superiecr. Oriminally,
Fort William was a lakc pnrt harbourinn schooners as well as laraz freicht canoes,
and cculd naver have served as such at the reconstruction site. In addition, the
natural settincs of the ~1d and new sites are vastlv different.

2. Inaccurate Structural Characteristics. Serious inaccuracies in farms of reconstruct
-2d palisades and fencino, aross structural dimensiens, kinds ~f constructicn
mterials used, types nf building foundations, typos nf exterior wall coverinas,
styles of roofs, windew and docr locations, heating facilities, and divisions of
interior space, are so all-pervasive that 2ach of thc approximately fifty structures
involved are implicated in several »~f these wavs at nnce.

3. Inaccurate Functinnal Interpretation. Sarinus misunderstandinos of historical
activities within buildincs, functional relatienshins bztween huildinas, and the
naturce and numbers of people who used buildinns are as zqually all-nervasive. They
manifest themselves not only in many structural ways, but alsn in much of the
verbal information disseminated as "“fact" at thz reconstruction.

As author of the critique, I was asked by the 0.%.S. Executive to submit a
summary of my thoughts for Arch Notes. My viocws are based nn five years of full-time
work on Fort Williem from the perspective of historical archaenlnqy. This work was
done in the context of the Fort William Mrchaeoleaical Prrjact -- 2 agroun hired under
separate contract by the sames aovernmental departments as was the orivate company
(National Heritanz Limited) which reconstructed Fort “i11iam on the hasis nf its own
research. Responsihility for 01d Fort Uilliam was taken first by the Dapartment nf
Tourism and Information (1971-1972), then by th~ Ministry of Matural Pesnurcas (1972 -
1975), and presently rests with the Ministry of Culture and Pecreation.

Since I had an extremely sidc-line vicw of the process behind the actual
reconstruction, I cannot speak with the authority ~n the reasons why 01d Fort William
tumed out as it did. In my own wnrk, however, I became aware of certain points which,
i the reconstructors' final product, seem to have been trouble-spots. Below, 1
Wave tried to express six of these points, primarily as aspects of historical
archaeoloqy. Except, parhaps, for part nf the first point, I believe that thay apply
in some decree to prahistoric archacoloqy and to most nther forms of historical
research (includina "reconstruction"). s a2xaminers nf the nast, in whatever capacity,
w wmight learn an important Tessan from the "Fort ¥illiam "ffair" by simply realizinn
that the followina paints arz not yet neanevrally accapted or understond.
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1. The body of divect information from which an historical archaeoloqist must draw
seldom consists primarily of data found in the around. It consists, as well
(sometimes even more so), of data found in archives and other repositories for
written or pictorial statements on the subject under study. Just as the around
data must be evaluated in terms of form, function, context and significance, so

muest the archival data be evaluated. An historical archaeologist, then, must be
as much an historian as an archaeoloaist.

2. Tn examining any physicecl aspect of the main subject, it is important to consider
form and function as inseparable. Where information is lackinq on form, inform-
ation on function may provide valuable insights, and vice versa. For example,
there is no direct cvidence on aoeratures for the south sides of Fort William's
two Corn Stores. Yhen it is understood that the Corn Stores held aoods which
came in from the south and Tarnely went out toward the south, however, one must
consider south doors (which are absent at the reconstruction).

3. The subject uncer study has not been approached adequately until the known
componants have been intagrated into some more-than-vaque idea of a2 workina whole.
Failing to inteagrate can be disasterous. For example, the reconstruction orovides
accommodation Tor only half the number of men who can be shown from documentary
evidence to have wintered renularly at Fort William. Had the number of susnected
winterina houses been intecrated with winter nopulation statistics, this error
would have becn discovered before it was "reconstructed". As another example,
south doors on the above-mentioned Corn Stores become almost certainties when
it is known from direct evidence that the buildineos on either side also held acods

larcely entering from and leavina toward the south, and that these buildinas had
several south dcors each.

In order tc see the workina whole, it is necessary to have a basic aopreciation of
the subject's physicai, temporal and social contexts. Had this been done for the
reconstructicn, Tor instance, a site would not have been chosen which excluded
schocner traffic, two types of extensively reconstructed fences would not have
belenged to 2 mucn lateir and distinct cra, and the "farers" at Fert William would
not have been conceived of as something akin to landed nentry.

Simple and conclusive "proof" in historical archaeoloay is larcely a myth. This
doec not mean that one interpretation is as aood as another. Good interpretation
comes from 1anical conjunciions of lines of evidence drawn from demonstrably
reliable and rertinent data. The best interpretation usually involves the mnst
frrefutable evidence and the mest irrefutable lonic. It must alse pass the test

of inteqration. 7o be cevaluated, the 1ines of evidence, the data from which they
arose, and the 1o0ic drawina them tonether must be expressed. (Mt 01d Fort William,
there is not r~ne publication to explain hos the simplest reconstructed conclusion

was reached. ilor are there historical justifications available to reseachers such
as mvself.)

. The largest hinck of time involved in meaninafully productive historical
archaeolcqy is not spent on cnllectinr data or on makina relatively final statements.
It is speat on becomira familiar with the data, evaluatin~ it, analyzinn it and
synthesizino it. Conclusions (positive oar nenative) and "reconstructinns” (on
paper or otherwise) are the end product of these processes, and cannot be soundly
formed durine o prior to them. As implied above, 01d Fort William was built
before thesa prncesses had been completed on even a very basic scale. A major
problem here is tho all too common assumption that thorouch research can be
scheduled to a compietinn date. This is somewhat analanpus to sayina that, on a
given budgat, and withia 2 oiven block of time, the cure for disease "X" will be
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discovered. At the outset of any research project, many prnblems and their magnitude
are still to be Adiscovered, and the time required for their best snlutions cannnt be
even estimated, let alone pre-scheduled. £~n awarengss of this from the start micht
help in settinag up realistic pricrities. Many aspects of N1d Fort William are
ebviously the result of a very pressinn schedule, wherein the quality of research has
been severely sacrificed to meet deadlines.

n

- N\. Maris Taylor



