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Abstract

Archaeological investigations were carried out at Rocky
Mountain House National Historic Park during the summers of
1975 and 1976. Forming a major part of the investigations
was a survey program aimed at site location. The sites of
concern were historic fur trade forts dating to the 19th
century. Three principal survey methods were employed and
are described herein. They included, ground survey, test
excavations, and aerial photography and remote sensing.
Ground survey and test excavation produced the best results
with two previously unrecorded sites located.
Experiment-based aerial photography and remote sensing
applications were found to be of very limited value for site

location.



Introduction

During the summers of 1975 and 1976 an extensive
archaeological survey of Rocky Mountain House National
Historic Park was carried out. The survey had three
immediate aims: first, to locate all historic sites within
the park; second, to determine through test excavation the
physical size of the sites in an attempt to establish how
much time would be involved in more extensive excavation;
and third, to determine a temporal span for the sites. All
aims were met with varying degrees of success.

As several fur trading forts were historically
documented in the area bound by the park and possibly in
peripheral zones, an extensive survey was felt necessary to
meet the immediate aims of the project. Three
archaeological survey methods were employed. They included:
terrestial observation, test excavation and air photo
reconnaissance and thermal infrared linescanning.

The first method, terrestial observation, simply
involved covering on foot the study area in an attempt to
locate surficial site remains. The second method involved
an extensive test excavation program where units were
established and excavated in areas showing the most
likelihood of site location. The last method included the
application of both aerial photography and remote sensing
techniques as experimental approaches to site location.
Implementation of the first two methods met with a great
deal of success, however, the results of the third survey
method were not as gratifying as was expected.

In 1975 the site survey was concentrated in the



southeast portion of the 541 acre park. Also involved were
areas of high potential for site location. Through
terrestial survey and test excavation two historic fur trade
fort sites were located during the first field season. The
sites were designated 15R and 16R (Fig. 1). Both sites were
investigated to determine their size and identity. Site 15R
was identified as a Hudson's Bay Company fort dating from
1835 to 1861. Site 16R was not positively identified,
however archaeological evidence suggested that the site
dated to the first quarter of the 19th century. The
location of the two sites brought the total number of
located historic fort sites within the park to four. The
twb other sites had been subject to previous excavation, at
which time only one could be validly identified. The
identified site was 1R, the final Hudson's Bay Company fort
(1868-75) at Rocky Mountain House, which was excavated in
1966 (vVaucher 1968). The other site, 13R, was excavated in
1962 and 1963, and was tentatively identified as the North
West Company (1799-1821) - Hudson's Bay Company (1821-1835)
fort (Noble 1973).

In 1976 the site survey was resumed. As a result
remaining areas within the park were investigated through
test excavation. No additional sites were found.

The purpose of this paper is to describe the
application of the three survey methods employed in site
location at Rocky Mountain National Historic Park. The
results of the terrestial observation and test excavation
survey methods are presented. As positive results from the
aerial reconnaissance techniques employed were very limited,
an explanation of the techniques involved is given.
Suggestions as to the application of aerial survey
techniques for archaeological purposes, not necessarily as

relates to Rocky Mountain House are considered.



Historical Background

In 1799 the rival North West and Hudson's Bay companies
established trading forts close to one another along the
north bank of the North Saskatchewan River near present-day
Rocky Mountain House, Alberta. The North West Company's
fort was called Rocky Mountain House and the Hudson's Bay
Company counterpart was named Acton House. Both forts were
in existence until 1821 when the two companies merged. It
is believed by Dempsey (1973: 30) who was involved in
historical research on the Rocky Mountain House area that
upon amalgamation the North West Company house was retained
and Acton House was abandoned. 1In 1823 the Hudson's Bay
Company Rocky Mountain House was abandoned for two years.
The fort was reopened for the 1825-26 trading season and
remained functional until the end of the 1831-32 winter
trading season. Rocky Mountain House was closed in favour
of Peigan Post in 1832. However, in January of the following
year Peigan Post was replaced by Rocky Mountain House.
Peigan Post was reopened in September, 1833 but again was
replaced by Rocky Mountain House in February, 1834.
However, due to the deteriorated state of Rocky Mountain
House, plans were made to totally replace the fort rather
than renovate and repair it. In 1835 construction of a
third self-contained post was initiated. The fort was
occupied until 1861 when it was abandoned, principally
because of poor fur returns, sustenance problems and hostile
natives. Later that same year a group of Blackfoot burned
the unoccupied fort. 1In 1864 a "temporary fort" was

established and plans were made to construct a new post at



Rocky Mountain House. During the early part of 1865 initial
construction work began and continued until the spring of
1868. The "temporary" establishment was used as a base of
operation during the 1865-68 construction phase. The last
fort stood until the termination of the 1874-75 trading
season. After 1875 no trading activity was evident in the

Rocky Mountain House area.



Survey Methods and Results

Terrestial Observation

During the two field seasons at Rocky Mountain House almost
all areas of the park were surveyed by foot. Included in
this aspect of the survey were areas peripheral to and not
part of the park. The park proper included approximately
541 acres, and bordering areas about the same. These areas
stretched west of the North Saskatchewan River, from its
confluence with the Clearwater to approximately two miles
above the confluence (Fig. 2). As approximately 95 per cent
of the areas covered were in the past under cultivation and
now in grass cover, ground survey was considered to be the
most suitable method for site location. Due to disturbance
of the ground by ploughing, the chances of finding artifacts
and faunal remains associated with a site were greatly
enhanced. However, surface expressions, such as historic
cellar depressions, pits and chimney mounds, were almost
non-existent because of filling, levelling and clearing for
farming purposes. In addition to general survey, this
method was also used for verification of possible natural
and cultural features evident on aerial photographs and
remote sensing imagery.

In combination with information provided by local
residents of the Rocky Mountain House area pertaining to
where surface finds, depressions and piles of stones
existed, the ground survey provided valuable information
about site location. Two large fur trade fort sites were

found within the park the first field season. They were



designated sites 15R and 16R. Site 15R, a Hudson's Bay
Company fort dating to the second and third quarters of the
19th century, was found approximately 100 m north of site 1R
(Fig. 2). Though a large number of artifacts and bone
fragments were evident on the surface indicating an historic
site, the general ‘location of the site was first pin-pointed
accidently by the writer on a low oblique panchromatic
aerial photograph. The photograph was taken by the
archaeologist in charge of the 1966 site 1R excavations
(Fig. 3). The surface expressions, notably crop and shadow
marks, indicating palisade lines, pits and cellar
depressions, were overlooked by the photographer who was
concerned with site 1R as his principal subject. The writer
has not seen a better aerial photograph pertaining to fur
trade archaeology which so well highlights a site through
crop and shadow marks. Further discussion of this
photograph and site 15R will be included in the section on
application of aerial photography and remote sensing to the
archaeological survey.

Site 16R, the second major site to be located, was
found in the "O0ld Brierley Farmyard" situated on a high
fluvial terrace about 300 m north of site 13R (Fig. 2).

This site was found to be contemporary with site 13R, dating
to the 1st quarter of the 19th century as indicated by the
artifacts. As yet the site has not been positively

ident ified. Very slightvdepressions and mounds gave a clue
to the existence of the site. No artifacts or other surface
finds were present. The site had several 20th century
buildings situated upon it and was quite disturbed by
farmyard activity. Both sites 15R and 16R were immediately
classified as high priority areas and were extensively
test-excavated to confirm fort location in 1975.

No additional sites were found by the ground survey in
1975 or 1976. Artifacts and faunal remains were found



throughout the park, the locations of which were noted and
became the subject of test excavation during the two field
seasons.

Test Excavation

Through ground survey and interpretation of aerial
photographs, the study area was assessed as to what
priority, i.e., high, moderate or low (see below) was to be
given to each zone for closer scrutiny, specifically through
test excavation.

Testing included the establishment of an overall
control baseline which passed through the park almost
paralleling the North Saskatchewan River (Fig. 2). From
this baseline and associated control datum points, test
units measuring 3 m by 1.5 m or 3 m by 3 m were
systematically established throughout the study area. The
amount and intensiveness of the testing was dependent on the
potential a zone showed for site location. In general, the
strategy was to lay-out and excavate test units at given
intervals, such as, at every 9 m, 18 m, or 36 m, working on
the assumption that a site would be no smaller than 40 m
square. The writer's experience with other fur trade sites
in the western Canadian prairies supports such conclusions.
Also the two previously excavated sites at Rocky Mountain
House were over 50 m square, and available historical
documentation on all sites in the area suggest large
palisade-bound forts. The writer has also observed that in
most cases a site of the nature mentioned here is often
double the size of the fort proper (the palisade area) when
considering distribution and scattering of artifacts and
faunal remains. With these points in mind it was felt that
if any other fort sites or other types of sites were present
in the park they would be discovered. The types of tools



used in the excavation of each unit were dictated by the
potential the area showed. Trowels, hoes and shovels were
employed with reasonably good control, for though site
location was of top priority, pedologic, stratigraphic and
floral information gathering was also of importance.

Acting on the basis of archaeological probability,
extent of ground to be covered, and the localized physical
environment, a speculative priority classification of the
park was made.

The park was classified into three zones of priority -
high, moderate and low (Fig. 4). High priority zones were
areas considered to be more likely candidates for site
location, i.e., well-drained, generally level, and in close
proximity to the river. 1In these zones testing became more
intensive and concentrated. Moderate priority 2zones
involved areas showing slightly greater irregularity of
surface expression, and areas less accessible to the river,
i.e., not a reaonable distance to the river. These moderate
priority zones were tested but not given the concerted
effort afforded the high priority zones. Low priority zones
were established as areas which were not thought to hold any
potential for site location. These areas included organic
terrain, principally bogs, extremely rugged areas, and areas
some distance from the river. 1In most cases testing was not
carried out in these areas and the survey fell into the
general terrestial observation approach. To facilitate
description of the testing and findings, the study area was
divided into six survey sectors (A-F) (Fig. 5). Four
sectors are situated within the park boundaries (A-D) and
two outside (E and F). Figure 5 lists and geographically

locates each sector.

Results of 1975 Testing

Test excavation began in the south end of the park in 1975.



Of initial concern was an 80-acre previously cultivated and
grass covered field south of the '01d Brierley Farmyard'
(Sector A). 1In the northern half of the field site 13R was
located. The field occupied a lower or first terrace of the
North Saskatchewan River and was within the park boundaries.
The terrace was part of a relatively flat open flood plain
marked by meander and current scars, evidence of past
shifting of the river channel. Most of the field was given
high priority classification, particularly that portion
paralleling the river the full length of the field and
approximately 210 m, on the average, back from the present
river bank. That portion was quite flat except for a slight
knoll just south of site 13R. The area was well-drained,
af forded a good view of the river, and was quite accessible
to the river, therefore being a prime area for potential
site location. 1In addition to these characteristics, the
area surrounding site 13R was of principle interest. During
the excavation of the site in 1962-63 only the interior of
the fort was excavated. Therefore it was the aim of the
1975 testing to check the immediate area for outlier
structures, burials and other features linked with the fort.
Most of the western portion of the field was assigned
moderate priority classification and received only limited
test excavation (Fig. 4). This area was marked by a more
undulating and slightly more irregular surface caused by the
presence of more deeply incised meander scars (partially
filled with abandoned channel deposits or high in water
content) and damp, not too well-drained hummocky areas
caused by groundwater saturation. The latter was notably
evident just at the base of a second higher river terrace
situated along the eastern periphery of the field. The
soils of the entire field consisted of very silty sands and
sandy silts, and in some areas plastic clays, the latter of
which when exposed to the sun would dry to a hardpan.
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Beneath these finer superficial alluvial sediments coarse
sand, gravel and cobble deposits appeared. They were found
at depths below surface of between 20 cm and 2 m. The
overlying cultivation layer was relatively thin, evidence of
limited ploughing over the past years.

Ninety-four 3 m by 1 m or 3 m by 3 m test units were
systematically laid out and excavated in the field, of
which, approximately 25 per cent were concentrated in the
vicinity of site 13R (Figs. 6, 7). The larger units were
employed at the site for greater coverage in the area. As
to be expected artifacts associated with the fort were found
in increasing numbers as work progressed nearer the site.
Only isolated late 19th century and 20th century materials
were found in any of the test units situated in excess of
25 m from the site.

A detailed descriptive analysis of the artifacts found
associated with site 13R is not presented. 1Instead artifact
frequency and distribution tables have been prepared showing
the types, quantities and distribution of artifacts (see
Tables 1-4). Most of the artifacts were recovered from a
large midden (refuse pile) situated approximately six metres
southeast of the fort. All artifacts date to the first
quarter of the 19th century. Four hundred and eighty-nine
artifacts were found of which 45 per cent were small trade
beads. The other materials included white salt-glazed
stoneware and creamware fragments, clear bottle glass
fragments, pharmaceutical bottle glass fragments, three
window glass fragments, clay smoking pipe fragments, hand
wrought nails, a flat bastard file fragment, four spall type
and five blade type gunflints, mustket balls, lead shot,
pieces of a canoe knife, clasp knife, serpentine side plate
and trigger, a gun jaw screw and one metal projectile point.
In addition several small metal buttons, a silver brooch, a

cooper tinkle cone, a brass shoe buckle tine, a tin charm,
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vermilion, miscellaneous metal fragments, and several
artifacts of native origins appeared. The artifact
collection is not unlike that which originated from the
1962-63 excavations of the interior of the fort.

Very few artifacts were recovered along the north and
west sides of the fort. 1In addition to the midden, units
excavated along the south and east sides of the fort
evidenced the most material remains.

Faunal remains were found in almost all excavated
units. The greatest concentration was found in association
with the midden. Bison, deer, canine, beaver, several
unidentifiable mammals and an unidentifiable bird were
represented.

In addition to the location of a midden and recovery of
additional site 13R artifacts, information pertaining to the
historic forest cover and wood species available to the fur
traders in the area was accumulated during archaeological
testing.

Before and during the occupation of site 13R the entire
area was heavily vegetated. The large fluvial terrace upon
which the fort rested evidenced a good vegetation cover with

stands of White Spruce (Picea glauca), Engelmann Spruce

(Picea engelmannii), Lodgepole Pine (Pinus contorta), Jack

Pine (Pinus banksiana), Trembling Aspen (Populus tremuloides)

and Balsam Popular (Populus balsamifera) with a sprinkling

of Douglas Fir and Ponderosa Pine (Pinus ponderosa). To

the west and southwest in the less well-drained areas, Black
Spruce (Picea mariana) and Tamarack (Larix laricina)

predominated (Hosie 1973). During the occupation of the

fort small stands of aspen and popular would have thrived as
the first species to appear after initial leveling of the
forest in the immediate area of the fort.

During the excavation of the midden several large tree

stumps were uncovered in situ. These stumps were what






