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Abstract 

The 19 70 excavations on the site of the Commandant's Quarters, 

Fort George Military Reserve, Ontario Site 12H are described. 

Structural evidence of a frame house, built about 1820, was 

uncovered, showing numerous alterations over an occupation 

period of about forty years. A brief section on historical 

background outlines the documentary evidence concerning the 

building and also reveals some information about its two known 

occupants, John Powell and Lewis Clement. Details of construc­

tion are discussed and a lot-layer corelation is appended. 
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Preface 

The purpose of this report is to present the findings of 

excavations conducted on the site of the Commandant's Quarters 

of the Royal Engineers, Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario. The 

excavations took place from 15 May 1970 to 20 September 1970. 

The work was directed by the author who was assisted 

by David and Margery Garrick. The crew consisted mainly of 

college students from Trent University, Peterborough, Ontario, 

and Brock University, St. Catherines, Ontario. Some laborers 

were hired from the town of Niagara-on-the-Lake during the 

course of the season. 

The staff of the Fort George National Historic Park 

were extremely helpful and co-operative throughout the course 

of the excavation season. 



Introduction 

The excavation area is located on the Fort George Military 

Reserve, Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario and lies south of the 

so-called Otter Trail and west of the Queenston Road. Test 

excavations conducted in 1969 by the author revealed a con­

centration of building collapse south of the dry shallow 

creek bed which meanders through the area, and it was in the 

vicinity of this previous excavation that the search for the 

Commandant's Quarters was begun. The area of the Commandant's 

Quarters is on the site of a new golf course and therefore 

excavation had to be as complete as possible. 

The aim of the excavation was to locate and expose 

the remains of the Commandant's Quarters of the Royal Engi­

neers, which appeared on maps dated between 1817 and 1853. 

The exact date for either the construction or destruction of 

this building is not known. Associated out-buildings inclu­

ded a stable, a privy and an ash-pit. 

Standard excavation techniques were used to strip 

the site and excavation units were designated according to the 

National Historic Sites Service Archaeological Excavation 

Manual (Swannack 1971). 

Operations^12H11, 12H12, and 12H13 were explora­

tory and were located in the vicinity of the southern half of 

the eastern addition to the house proper. 

Operation 12H14 was located outside and south of 

the eastern addition. 

Operation 12H15 included the kitchen and most of 

the south end of the house including the area of the well to 

the west of the kitchen. 

Operation 12H16 was the contents of the cellar 

beneath the collapse of the superstructure. 
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Operation 12H18 was west.of the rest of the ex­

cavations and on the location of the ash pit. 

Operation 12H19 included all the area outside 

and south of the kitchen. 

Operation 12H21 was the privy south of the kit­

chen and separate from the rest of the excavations. 

This report begins with a chapter on historical 

background. In this chapter are data related to the struc­

ture of the building being excavated. Also included is some 

information on the lives of the two known inhabitants of the 

building, Lewis Clement and John Powell. A section is also 

devoted to some observations of the social and political con­

ditions in which these individuals existed. This site pro­

vides an opportunity for speculation on problems of artifact 

analysis based on a reasonably comprehensive understanding of 

the social milieu surrounding their deposition. Although no 

specific discussion of artifacts is included here it is hoped 

that this report will prove valuable for future analysis. 
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Historical Background 

Documentary History of the Commandant's Quarters 

The following chapter on historical background has two ob­

jectives. First, specific references to the Commandant's 

Quarters and its history will be reviewed. Secondly, some 

background material on the social, economic and political 

scene in the community with specific reference to the in-

viduals who inhabited the house will be outlined. 

The first reference to the Commandant's Quarters 

in the middle of the Fort George Military Reserve was on a 

map dated 1817 (Public Archives of Canada [hereafter cited as 

PAC], "No. 6 Plan of Fort George, Mississauga and Niagara, the 

Military Reserves and the Town of Newark". Niagara, 1817) . 

Construction must have taken place in the period immediately 

following the signing of the Treaty of Ghent in 1814. 

In 1823 Lieutenant-Colonel E. Durnford of the Ro­

yal Engineers submitted a report on Fortification in Upper 

Canada (PAC, RG 8, II, vol. 81) in which he described the 

Commandant's Quarters as being in pretty good order but in a 

bad location that made drainage a problem. According to Durn­

ford, the building was of frame construction on a stone foun­

dation, 48 ft. by 35 ft. by 12 ft. with an addition 35 ft. by 

25 ft. Durnford's report was accompanied by a floor plan, 

section and elevation of the structure (Fig. 1). The two 

rooms on the side of the building, sharing a double fireplace, 

are almost certainly an addition referred to in the report. 

However the section drawn through the length of the house re­

veals a roofline indicating that the room directly behind the 

front room was added to the original building at some date 

following the original construction and that the kitchen was 

a further addition to the house. Therefore, unlikely as it 
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sounds, it appears that at least three and possibly four 

stages of construction took place between the 24th December 

1814, the end of the war, and the 24th September 1823 when 

Durnford made his section drawing. 

On maps dated 1830, 1831 and 1835 (PAC, "Plan Showing 

the Situation of the Barracks, Magazines...", Fort George and 

Mississauga, 1830; "Plan showing the Survey of the Military 

Reserve at Niagara", 1831; Niagara-on-the-Lake, 1835) the buil­

ding was referred to as the "Royal Engineers Commandants Quar­

ters." The 1835 map also noted that it had been "let to Mr. 

Powell" (Fig. 2) whereas the maps dated 1842 and 1843 (PAC, 

"Niagara; plan to Accompany Returns Called for...", 1842; Niagara 

184 3) show that the building had been "let to Lewis Clement" 

(Fig. 3). Both of these individuals, Powell and Clement, were 

fairly prominent figures in the community and they will be dis­

cussed in some detail in the following section. 

From 1830 to 1852 maps (PAC, "Canada: Niagara Verifi­

cation Plan," 1853) clearly show a rectangular out-building 

south of the kitchen wing of the house, although none of these 

maps give a hint as to the function of the building. The final 

drawing of the house appears on a map dated 1853 (PAC,"Niagara", 

1853) and is the last documentary evidence of the Commandant's 

Quarters (Fig. 4). The scale of the drawing is suspect but the 

outline of the building is clear and accurate. It shows that 

the kitchen wing had been extended eastward by about 10 ft. Off 

the southeast corner of the kitchen was a rectangular addition 

to which was attached a small rectangular privy. ' Beyond the privy 

to the south was attached another rectangular addition designated 

as an outhouse. Westward from the main house toward the creek 

bed was an ash pit. 

Historical and Social Setting 

The aim of the following section is to provide the social econo­

mic and political background for the individual inhabitants of the 

Commandant's Quarters, Powell and Clement. 
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As the 19th century began, Niagara or Newark as it 

was then known, was an important political and economic center 

in Upper Canada. It had been the first capital of the pro­

vince and remained the principal town of the well-settled Ni­

agara penninsula, focus of the military, judicial and admi­

nistrative activities of the area. Its economic importance 

was insured by the fact that all commercial traffic bound for 

the settlements on Lake Erie passed through Niagara. The 

population of the town reflected this duality of activity. 

The first settlers had arrived from New York, New Jersey, 

Connecticut, Pennsylvania and Massachusetts after the American 

Revolution. As rewards for their loyalty to the Crown the 

officers of the militia received larger land grants, remai­

ned on half pay and were appointed to petty offices of local 

power. They soon translated these advantages into positions 

of local social status and political influence. The second 

group of settlers was a small number of Scottish merchants 

who, by controlling the trade which passed through the town, 

soon rose to a position of power equal to that of the Loya­

lists. "Within short order the two privileged groups, the 

officer Loyalists and the Scottish merchants, merged through 

friendship and marriage to form a tightly knit oligarchy that 

supplied the community with military, religious, social, eco­

nomic and political leadership" (Nelles 1966:100). 

The military tradition had always been strong in 

Niagara and almost to a man the sons of the privileged class 

followed their fathers into the ranks of local militia, usu­

ally, though not exclusively, as officers. Economic and po­

litical domination remained their private preserve. "To the 
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oligarchy fell the responsibility of social organization. 

Schools, churches, libraries and public buildings had to be 

erected and maintained; both the Church of England and the 

Presbyterian Church could rely upon the same three dozen fa­

milies for support. The trustees of the Library Board, school 

trustees and magistrates all came from this tight little cli­

que and the list of Directors of the Niagara District Branch 

of the Upper Canada Agricultural Society read like a role 

call of the oligarchy." (Nelles 1966: 103). 

The effects of the War of 1812 on the ruling class 

were two-fold. The first and most immediate result was fur­

ther co-operation and a closing of ties between the two elem­

ents of the power structure. "Finally both groups shared a 

common military myth, and after the war this proud and deco­

rated oligarchy resumed its prewar social and administrative 

dominance."(Nelles 1966:104). The second effect of the war 

was far more profound and led to a redefinition of the rela­

tionship between the few powerful families and the political 

and social ambitions of a rapidly expanding population. 

"The war had left a patriotic legacy to all of the 

citizens of the District regardless of origin, religion or 

breeding, but to many ( including some Loyalists ) the be­

quest was one of poverty in the face of depression, desertion 

by a thankless colonial administration and frustration with 

local petty privilege" (Nelles 1966:104). Following the war 

the Loyalist merchant group continued to place their sons in 

positions of local political power but in elections were una­

ble to withstand the pressure of the new populace. Many of 

the newcomers were American in origin, Methodists in religion 

and filled with political and commercial ambition and impa­

tient with the rigid social order they found in Niagara. By 

1827 only one of the five legislative seats in Lincoln county 
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was held by the traditional establishment. Raising the echoes 

of the war of 1812 and standing on their patriotism to the 

Crown availed the established families nothing. Accusations 

of radicalism simply fell on deaf ears as the District peace­

fully weathered the Rebellion of 1837 and the controversy 

that preceeded it by successfully adopting a middle road. "By 

18 37 power had passed to the new men in Niagara; they held all 

of the elective positions and like Methodism, they were beco­

ming 'respectable'. The old 'loyalty' issue had lost its ma­

gical charm in floods of immigration and the remnant of the 

old elite slipped into a proud obscrutiy." (Nelles 1966: 114). 

The "old elite" in "proud obscurity" is what we find represented 

by the two inhabitants of the Commandant's Quarters. 

John Powell 

The immediate task is to place John Powell and Louis Clement 

in the social scene of Niagara in the first half of the 19th 

century. 

John Powell was the son of William Dummer Powell, 

the first Chief Justice of Upper Canada and a man of consi­

derable power and influence. It has been said that W.D. Powell 

and the Rev. Dr. John Strachen were the real rulers of the pro­

vince at the beginning of the century. Chief Justice Powell 

had three sons; W.D. Powell, Jr., a lawyer in Queenston who 

eloped with one Sarah Stevenson of Grimsby in 1801 and died 

in 1803 (Carnochan 1913, Vol. 25: 28, 30); Jeremiah who ran 

away to sea, joined the Spanish pirate Mirando in Baltimore, 

was captured and sentenced to death by the Spaniards only to 

be saved by his father who successfully pleaded for his son'f 

life in the Spanish Court, whereupon Jerehmiah ran away to 

sea again and disappeared (Carnochan 19 0 6< Vol. 14: 39); and 

John, who is the object of our scrutiny here. 
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A respectable though unremarkable citizen, John 

Powell was a landowner in the town (Lot 225) in 1800 (Car-

nochan 1916, Vol. 27: 15). He became a trustee of the Li­

brary in 1809 and remained as such until the dissolution of 

that institution in 1820 (Carnochan 1900, Vol. 6: 8, 14). 

He was a member of St. Mark's Anglican Church (Carnochan 

1916, Vol. 27: 53) and Registrar of the town (Carnochan 1906, 

Vol. 14: 5). In 1812, as Captain in the militia, he comman­

ded a small battery of guns at Fort George (Cruikshank 1904, 

Vol. 12: 15). His unit was left to defend the fort when 

Brock went to Queenston on 13 October 1812 and he saw no ac­

tion on that day. However he fought well in a losing cause 

on 27 May 1813 when the Americans successfully captured Nia­

gara and Fort George (Cruikshank 1904, Vol. 12: 20). On 13 

December 1813 the American forces retreated from Niagara after 

destroying the town. Powell, who lost his house in the fire, 

was taken to Albany, N.Y. as a prisoner (Carnochan 1916, Vol. 

27: 24). Following the termination of hostilities, he was 

released and returned to Niagara where he set up accommoda­

tions for himself and his family in the ruins of his old dwel­

ling (Carnochan 1906, Vol. 14: 14). 

His father, the Chief Justice, arranged for his son 

to accompany him on the circuit court. Mrs. W..D. Powell Sr. 

described the arrangement in a letter of 1815. "Mr. Powell 

left us five days ago to take the Eastern Circuit which will 

be a very long one, John accompanies him, the derangement in 

his means of subsistence requires the aid this temporary of­

fice affords him - indeed I see no chance of recovering from 

the unfortunate events of the last three years" (Carnochan 

1906, Vol. 14: 8). The "temporary office" had become an es-
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tablished position as described in another letter of 1817 

which related that W.D. Powell was on the circuit and that 

"John is with him and he says will make a very profitable 

circuit as independent of liberal allowance for travelling 

expenses the clerk of Assize has fees upon all Court causes" 

(Carnochan 1906, Vol. 14: 20). John Powell continued as Clerk 

of Assize for some years after this letter. He became invol­

ved in provincial politics and worked in the legislature as 

a clerk (Carnochan 1906, Vol. 14: 36). When exactly he took 

up residence in the Commandant's Quarters is not known, though 

the map of 1835 lists him as a tenant. All in all the image 

is of a respectable and conventional man of limited ability 

who traded on his father's influence for status and liveli­

hood and who probably found himself in reduced circumstances 

after his father's death. 

Lewis Clement 

Lewis Clement's family was one of the first in the Niagara 

District. His father, John, his grandmother and two uncles 

arrived in Upper Canada in 1777 from New York (Carnochan 1917, 

Vol. 31: 44). Their claim for reparations after the American 

Revolution indicated that they left large land holdings and 

a prosperous farm in the United States. John Clement joined 

Butler's Rangers and his exploits led to his being the sub­

ject of an epic poem by William Kirby entitled "The U.E.". 

Known ever after as "Ranger John" he remained on half-pay in 

the militia until the War of 1812 (Cruikshank 1934, Vol. 43:34). 

Lewis Clement was admitted to a share in the Agri­

cultural Society in right of his father in 1806 (Carnochan 

1900, Vol. 6: 13). In 1815 he was mentioned as a subscriber 

to the Library (Carnochan 1900, Vol. 6:19) . As a member of 

the militia artillery he played a small but significant part 

in the Battle of Queenston Heights, 13 October 1812 (Carnochan 
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1916, Vol. 28: 52). General Brock had stationed Clement with 

a single three-pound gun at Queenston as a watch on the river 

while the main force remained at Fort George seven miles away. 

When the Americans began crossing the river Clement opened fire 

with his "grasshopper" and the sound of the gun awakened Brock 

who rode with the militia to Queenston. Throughout the day 

Lewis Clement and his commanding officer John Ball kept their 

gun in action. Clement was evidently wounded in the battle 

and he played no further part in the war. 

Following the war Clement returned to civilian life 

as a merchant. He remained a prominent citizen involved in 

church affairs (he was a warden of St. Andrew's Church in 1829 

[Carnochan 1916, Vol. 27: 32]) and the Library. He owned a 

block of the main street of Niagara, described by James A. 

Davidson in 18 36 as "the Clement block of stores, first that 

of Lewis Clement and Sons, next Peter Drummond's extensive 

grocery and that of the Laidlaw Bros., and on the corner a 

brick store, the fine establishment of Balfor and Drysdale". 

(Carnochan 1903, Vol. 11: 17). 

A photograph exists of Lewis Clement taken in 1869 

of himself with seven other veterans on the battleground at 

Queenston(Carnochan 1916, Vol. 28: 40). This is the last 

known reference to the man. 

In summary one gets a rather different picture of 

Lewis Clement than John Powell. Clement was evidently a suc­

cess on his own merits but was not as deeply involved in the 

intellectual life of the community. The point of greatest 

similarity seems to be that Powell and Clement were members 

of the same regiment of militia artillery during the War of 

1812. They were both members of prominent families, part of 

the political oligarchy described above, and it seems certain 

that any real power or influence to be derived from this fa­

milial association had disappeared by the time either of these 
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men occupied the Commandant's Quarters. It is hoped that 

this brief background will provide some sense of social place 

for the material recovered from the excavation and that this 

knowledge will be of assistance in the analysis of the arti­

facts . 
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Description of Excavations 

Excavations revealed the outline of a building 50 ft. wide 

at the broadest point with an overall length of 70 ft. In­

side this structure were a cellar, the remains of three fire­

places, and a collapsed chimney, while outside the building 

proper was a well, a privy and an ash pit or root cellar 

(Fig. 5). 

The Front Rooms (Operation 12H17) 

The only traces of the front wall of the house was a shallow 

trench 49.5 ft. long and 1.3 ft. wide. It was packed with 

rubble consisting of broken brick and stone, mortar, wall 

plaster, pane glass and nails. This material occured in three 

layers in the trench; large chunks of mortar and plaster with 

few artifacts at the bottom separated from the upper finer 

rubble mixture by a thin discontinuous layer of sub-soil. 

The easternmost 30 ft. of the trench was 2.5 ft. deep as was 

the northwest corner. However the western 12 ft. of the trench 

was only 1.3 ft. deep. 

Along the north or outside edge of this trench was 

another trench of the same depth and 1.2 ft. wide. It con­

tained little or no rubble but rather a mixture of disturbed 

sub-soil and clay. Three distinct post holes, one with a 

portion post intact, were found in this trench. 

The post holes were located variously at distance 

of 24.5 ft., 2 8.5 ft. and 32.5 ft. from the northeast corner 

of the house. They were all 2.8 ft. deep. All of the post 

holes were rectangular, the eastern-most measuring 1.1 ft. by 

1.5 ft., the middle 1.4 ft. by 1.3 ft. and the western 1.3 ft. by 

1 ft. The post molds in the two outer holes were 0.8 ft. in 

diameter and the post in the middle hole was 0.65 ft. in dia­

meter (Fig. 6). 


