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Abstract 

In the summer of 1975, archaeological investigations were 

carried out at Rocky Mountain House National Historic Park 

by the National Historic Parks and Sites Branch. The 

investigations involved survey for site location and 

preliminary excavation toward site delineation and 

identification. Two new fur trade fort sites, designated 

15R and 15R, were located and investigated. Excavations at 

site 15R tentatively identified the remains as those of the 

1835-61 Hudson's Bay Company Rocky Mountain House fort, and 

provided information on fort size, and palisade and bastion 

construction. Excavations at site 16R identified a fort 

dating to the first quarter of the 19th century, company 

unknown, and provided details on fort size, palisade, 

building and bastion construction. Descriptions of the 

palisades and bastion construction and stratigraphy of both 

sites is presented, in addition to building construction of 

site 16R. Additional information on fort locations in the 

vicinity of the park as interpreted from historical and 

archaeological findings is discussed. 



Introduction 

For over four decades it has been recognized that the Rocky-

Mountain House area is of national importance. The area was 

first commemorated in 1931. Recognizing the existence of 

historic fur trade sites at Rocky Mountain House, 

archaeological investigations were carried out in 1962-1963 

and in 1966. The Historic Sites and Monuments Board of 

Canada recommended that a National Historic Park be 

established at Rocky Mountain House in 1968. It was further 

recommended by the Board that the known sites (two) be 

incorporated into the interpretation of three major themes. 

These themes were the fur trade, David Thompson and the role 

of the Peigan (Blackfoot) Indians. With ministerial 

approval of the recommendation and the purchase of 541 acres 

of land in the area, Rocky Mountain House National Historic 

Park was created. 

Stepped-up interest in the park and site development 

after 1971 saw the formation of a Rocky Mountain House 

Project Development Team consisting of research and 

interpretative specialists. A report, "Rocky Mountain House 

Conceptual Development Objectives and Plan," was prepared. 

The report outlined 'the collective resources, restraints, 

potentials, and proposals for the various aspects of the 

project development1 (Project Team 1976: VI). 

Archaeological and historical research were paramount to the 

up-coming development program. 

Between 9 June and 8 October 1975, archaeological 

investigations were carried out in Rocky Mountain House 
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National Historic Park. These investigations were the first 

of an estimated three year research program in the area. 

The preliminary aims of the research were to locate, 

delineate and identify historic fur trade sites in the park 

and assess their potential as contributary elements to the 

forthcoming park development. 

The first season of investigation involved intensive 

surveys of the park using various methods including ground 

survey, test excavation, airphoto and multispectral 

reconnaissance and infrared linescanning. These 

archaeological survey methods and the results of the survey 

are the subject of a separate report by the principal 

investigator (Steer 1976). 

The park survey was not completed in 1975. However, 

two previously unrecorded fort sites were located. These 

sites were designated 15R and 16R (Fig. 1). Time allowed 

only partial excavation of the sites. An attempt was made 

to determine the extent of the sites and to obtain temporal 

identification and construction information about the sites. 

This report presents the results of the 1975 

excavations. The excavated structures and features are 

described and interpretations pertaining to the features are 

presented. Historical information and data pertaining to 

past excavations are considered in a discussion regarding 

the identification of sites 15R and 16R. 
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Historical Background 

Any attempt to identify the forts found in Rocky Mountain 

House National Historical Park must rely on both historical 

and archaeological data. Historical information presented 

in this report was taken from reports written by D.E. Smyth 

and H.A. Dempsey. Dempsey presented A History of Rocky 

Mountain House in 1973. Since that time additional research 

has been conducted by Smyth, who in 1975 prepared A 

Preliminary Report on the Location of the Sites and 

Descriptions of the Posts at Rocky Mountain House. Smyth's 

research, along with the archaeological work of 1975, have 

provided evidence suggesting the need to re-examine some of 

the interpretations arrived at by Dempsey in 1973. 

Chronology 

In 1799, during a period of intense fur trade rivalry among 

the Hudson's Bay, North West and XY Companies, Acton House 

(Hudson's Bay Company) and Rocky Mountain House (North West 

Company) were established in separate locations along the 

north bank of the North Saskatchewan River, a short distance 

upstream from its confluence with the Clearwater River. 

The main reason for establishing the forts was to draw 

trade from mountain dwelling Indians, notably the Kootenays. 

David Thompson used Rocky Mountain House as a base of 

operation between 1800 and 1802 while exploring mountain 

regions. The attempt to draw Kootenay trade from the 

mountains through the Howse Pass failed because of long 
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distances to be travelled from within the mountains and 

hostility of Peigan and Assiniboine Indians toward the 

Kootenays. This failure led to the closure of the forts 

after the 1801-02 trading season. 

Acton House and Rocky Mountain House were reopened in 

the fall of 1805. One year later David Thompson wintered at 

Rocky Mountain House. In 1807 he established Kootenae House 

west of the Rocky Mountains. As a result of this, both 

Rocky Mountain House and Acton House were abandoned in 1807. 

The forts were again occupied in 1810 when the North 

West Company used Rocky Mountain House as an excuse for 

taking supplies to Kootenae House. The traders hoped that 

the reopening would pacify the Peigans, who did not wish to 

trade at the more northerly posts and who threatened to 

disrupt transmountain trade because it supplied guns to 

their enemies. However, the danger of Peigan aggression 

slowly lessened and the discovery of the Athabasca Pass by 

Thompson led to another abandonment of both forts in 1812. 

Disruptions in trade at more northerly posts, caused by 

skirmishes between Peigan and both Cree and Assiniboine 

Indians, as well as the decreasing number of Peigans 

frequenting these posts led to a re-establishment of both 

Acton House and Rocky Mountain House in 1819. 

Amalgamation of the Hudson's Bay Company and North West 

Company occurred in 1821. There has been much discussion 

about what happened to the two posts at that time. Dempsey 

was of the opinion that Acton House was abandoned and Rocky 

Mountain House was retained (Dempsey 1973: 30). However, as 

he indicated, there is no concrete proof that this was the 

case. Whatever happened, the name Rocky Mountain House was 

used to refer to forts in the vicinity after the merger. 

The lack of competition resulting from the merger, 

along with the great expense involved in maintaining forts 

in the Rocky Mountain House area caused closure of the fort 
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in 1823. This closure took place despite protests made by 

Peigan Indians since they did not wish to trade at Edmonton 

House. Thus, when American traders established themselves 

in the Snake River region of Idaho some Peigans shifted 

their trade to the Americans. Rocky Mountain House was 

reopened on a trial basis in 1825, partly the result of the 

American presence. This reopening was successful in 

retaining the Peigan trade for a number of years. However, 

when the American Fur Company opened Fort Peigan in Peigan 

territory, the Hudson's Bay Company countered with the 

closure of Rocky Mountain House and the establishment of 

Peigan Post on the Bow River in 1832. Peigan Post remained 

open until January of 1833 when hostile Blackfoot Indians 

forced the traders to move back to Rocky Mountain House. 

Peigan Post was reopened in the fall of 1833, but in January 

of 1834 it was permanently abandoned and replaced again by 

Rocky Mountain House. 

At this time Rocky Mountain House was structurally very 

deteriorated and the construction of a new fort began in 

1835. The fort which was built remained open during every 

trading season, except for the 1847-48 season, until the 

spring of 1861 when starvation, lack of trade and hostility 

of the Blackfoot forced abandonment of the fort. During the 

fall of that year a group of Blackfoot burned the unoccupied 

fort. 

The gold rush in Montana drove the Blackfoot further 

north and in 1864 a temporary fort was constructed as a 

result of an increased desire of the Blackfoot to trade at 

Rocky Mountain House. This fort was occupied between 1864 

and 1868 during the construction of a new fort. The 

"temporary fort" was inhabited while the last Rocky Mountain 

House was being constructed. Construction of the final fort 

began in 1865. The final Rocky Mountain House was occupied 

in 1868 and remained open throughout the year until 1875. 
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Factors such as the loss of exclusive trading rights by the 

Hudson's Bay Company in 1870, the diminished numbers of 

buffalo, the coming of the North West Mounted Police, and 

the movement of missionaries onto the plains led to a 

substantial reduction in trade at Rocky Mountain House, and 

finally to abandonment of the fort. 

In summary, the historical information indicates the 

definite existence of five fur trade fort sites at Rocky 

Mountain House. It will be asserted that six forts stood on 

five sites and following conclusions arrived at by Smyth, 

that the extra fort dated from the merger of the Hudson's 

3ay Company and the North West Company in 1821 and lasted 

until 1835 (Smyth 1973: 6). 

The six fort sites are as follows: 

(1) Acton House (1799-1821) 

(2) Rocky Mountain House (1799-1821) 

(3) Rocky Mountain House (1821-35) 

(4) Rocky Mountain House (1835-61) 

(5) Rocky Mountain House (the "temporary fort") (1864-68) 

(6) Rocky Mountain House (1865-75) 

Fort Locations 

Information regarding the locations of Acton House and Rocky 

Mountain House (1799-1821) was found in the journals and 

writings of David Thompson and Alexander Henry, who both 

spent time at Rocky Mountain House early in the 19th 

century. 

References in the writings of both men indicated that 

Acton House was located downstream of Rocky Mountain House 

(Smyth 1975: 6). Thompson provided further information, 

which proved to be somewhat ambiguous when he departed by 

canoe for Fort George in 1800 and "Left the English with one 

boat & 2 Skin Canoes - with 50 Packs & 8 Bags of Pemmican 
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Tenting about 3/4 mile below the House, ready for the morrow 

morning" (Smyth 1975: 6). Since forts were sometimes 

referred to as 'tents' this probably meant that Acton House 

was located 3/4 mile downstream of Rocky Mountain House. It 

is also possible, however, that the Hudson's Bay Company 

employees mentioned were not at Acton House, but were 

camping 3/4 mile below Rocky Mountain House. It was the 

last night of that trading season and they were ready to 

leave on the next morning. Thus, the exact location of 

Acton House is uncertain. 

More conclusive information was found concerning the 

location of Rocky Mountain House 1799-1821. In 1800 David 

Thompson described Rocky Mountain House as being on the 

north bank of the North Saskatchewan River 1-5/24 miles 

above its confluence with the Clearwater River. Henry, 

during the 1810-11 trading season, indicated that the above 

distance was 1-1/2 miles. Henry mentioned that the fort was 

1/4 mile below the first significant rapids before the 

mountains. He referred to a 'point' less than a mile above 

the fort and to the 'Mont<§' below the fort (Smyth 1975: 9). 

Historical sources provided no reference to the 

location of Rocky Mountain House 1821-35. As was mentioned 

previously, it has been argued that Acton House was 

abandoned and Rocky Mountain House retained in 1821. 

However, because of a lack of direct evidence this cannot be 

taken for granted at present. 

Several significant historical references provided 

information about the location of Rocky Mountain House 

1835-61. J.E. Harriot in 1835 reported the erection of a 

new fort "...a short distance from the old one...." and that 

"....four men were employed making a road in the Hill at the 

water side..." (Smyth 1975: 12). Woolsey, in 1857, 

described the fort as being "...situated on an eminence..." 

and near a large fur traders' grave yard (Smyth 1975: 12). 
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Hector, in 1858, described a fort on a large plain 

about half a mile above the Clearwater and 300 yards above a 

rapid in the river. He commented on the area surrounding 

the fort: 

The terrace level on which the fort stands is 

20 feet above the river, and in proceeding back 

a slight descent is made to the "muskegs", 

which lie along the base of a second terrace 

like the first, composed of shingle....On 

reaching the hill I found it to rise about 80 

feet above the second terrace level, and nearly 

150 feet above the river (Smyth 1975: 15). 

His drawing of the fort and the surrounding area placed the 

fort on a meander cut bank near a bend in the river (Fig. 

2). 

Reverend John McDougall visited Rocky Mountain House on 

two separate occasions while the temporary fort of 1864-68 

was being occupied during the construction of the final 

Rocky Mountain House. He stated that a "...temporary fort 

was built in the woods nearby....on a low flat near the 

river [while] the new fort was to be placed on a higher 

bench..." (Dempsey 1973: 21). 

Statements in the Rocky Mountain House journals of 1866 

provided evidence indicating the location of the final fort 

of 1865-75. The reference to "working up at the fort" 

(Smyth 1975: 18) meant that the new fort was upstream of 

and/or on higher ground than the temporary fort. Visitors 

to the fort indicated that it was on a high northern bank of 

the North Saskatchewan River. Tyrrell, in 1886 described 

the ruins of this final fort as "situated on an alluvial 

grassy flat bounded on the south and east by the river and 

on the north and west by dense forests and swamps" (Smyth 

1975: 18). Jean l'Heureux's sketch of 1873 (Dempsey 1973: 

17; Fig. 3) corresponded well with Tyrrell's description. 
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Fort Descriptions 

Both Dempsey and Smyth presented the available data 

pertaining to the description of forts in the Rocky Mountain 

House area (Dempsey 1973: 28-33; Smyth 1975: 26-62). This 

archaeological report presents those descriptions which are 

of relevance to the identification of the archaeological 

remains uncovered at Rocky Mountain House. 

Historical records did not provide a good description 

of Acton House. The information available indicated that it 

was a small post which was constantly in need of repair. 

Rocky Mountain House (1799-1821) was described by 

Thompson during the 1806-07 trading season and by Alexander 

Henry in 1810-11. Thompson referred to an elevated bastion 

over the gate and to a south bastion. Henry described a 

bastion over a gate, more than one other bastion (including 

a southeast bastion rebuilt on posts) and a west gate (Smyth 

1975: 33, 34). 

References to Rocky Mountain House (1821-35) were found 

in the post journals of 1828-31. There is some question 

about whether the construction work mentioned in these 

journals referred to the building of a new post. Dempsey 

and Noble felt that the construction involved renovation to 

the existing fort (Dempsey 1973: 15; Noble 1973: 159). 

Descriptions of Rocky Mountain House (1835-61) were 

provided by the post journals of 1836-37 and the writings of 

visitors to and residents of the fort. Early descriptions 

indicated that it was a very substantial fort. An oil 

painting and water colour produced by Kane in 1848 (Fig. 3) 

illustrated a sturdy fort which appeared to be 

"...irregularily formed ... somewhat quadrangular..." (Smyth 

1975: 47) as it had been described in Woolsey in 1857. 

Reputable descriptions, sketches and paintings of the fort 

indicated the existence of inner separations, a gallery 

(elevated walk), and at least two bastions. 
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The "temporary fort" of 1864-68 was not a sturdy 

structure. Christie, in 1867, described it as a 

"...temporary small fort, which is anything but safe 

considering the number and character of tribes they have to 

deal with" (Smyth 1975: pers. com.). No further reference 

was made to the make-up of the fort. 

The final Rocky Mountain House (1865-75) was probably 

the most substantial of the establishments in the area. 

Descriptions of this fort were found in post journals 

between 1366 and 1868 and in the writings of visitors to the 

fort. The Jean l'Heureux sketch of 1873 presented a 

detailed picture of the fort (Dempsey 1973: 17, Fig. 3). 

This fort was identified archaeologically as being the site 

designated 1R which was excavated by Vaucher in 1966 

(Vaucher 1968). 
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Previous Excavations 

Excavations have been sporadically carried out in the Rocky 

Mountain House National Historic Park since 1962 when 

Richard Forbis commenced test excavations a Site 13R, which 

was at that time designated FcPr-1 (Fig. 4). This was 

followed by complete excavation of the site in 1963 by 

William Noble (Noble 1973). Both excavations were under the 

auspices of the Glenbow Foundation of Alberta. 

Noble interpreted 13R as representing two different 

fort building phases on the same site, one fort being a 

revamped version of the earlier fort. The first fort 

supposedly existed between 1799 and 1828. It probably was 

occupied by the North West Company prior to 1821 and by the 

Hudson's Bay Company between 1821 and 1828. He interpreted 

the last phase as being the construction mentioned in the 

post journals of 1828-31. The rebuilt fort was then 

occupied by the Hudson's Bay Company until 1834 (Noble 1973: 

155-160). 

In 1966, Claude Vaucher, under contract from the 

Department of Archaeology, University of Calgary, partially 

excavated site FcPr-2 (1R). His excavations, along with 

historical data, have confirmed the site as being the last 

fort at Rocky Mountain House (Vaucher 1968). 

Mark Skinner, an undergraduate student from the 

Department of Anthropology, University of Alberta, excavated 

13 graves from a historic burial site in the north end of 

the park. On the basis of the artifacts found he dated the 

site to the second quarter of the 19th century. He felt 
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that the graves were associated with the 1835-61 Rocky 

Mountain House (Skinner 1971: 1972). 
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Natural Setting 

The historic fur trade sites designated 15R and 16R are 

located along the north bank of the North Saskatchewan River 

upstream of its confluence with the Clearwater River and 

within Rocky Mountain House National Historic Park (Fig. 4). 

The park occupies part of a large alluvial flood plain 

of the North Saskatchewan River. The entire park and 

surrounding area are marked by meander scars, high fluvial 

terraces, steep cut-banks and gentle slip-off slopes, 

evidence of past and present lateral shifting of the river 

channel. Significant river bank erosion by undercutting and 

slumping is evident and has caused the destruction of part 

of site 1R. 

The alluvial flood plain on which the park is found 

consists of a cap of 30 cm to 2 m of sandy silt to silty 

fine sands and clays over sands, coarse gravels and cobbles. 

Buried lenses of organic matter and wood are found in the 

alluvial material. Although soils are generally 

well-drained, poorly drained areas are found back from the 

river in organic terrain, specifically in the southwest 

portion of the park. In most cases abandoned river channels 

are well-drained because the underlying gravels and sands 

are only slightly veneered by finer silts, sands and clays. 

In the southwest portion of the park this is not the case, 

for channels and sloughs are very poorly drained as a result 

of a high localized water table. 

At the time when the North West Company and Hudson's 

Bay Company began construction of their forts in 1799, the 


