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Abstract

A test trench dug to the south of the blast-furnace of the
Forges du Saint-Maurice, an 18th and 19th century ironworks,
uncovered small portions of two mortar and stone alignments.
An excavation to verify the identity of these structural
elements was conducted in 1975. The present report situates
"briefly the Forges both in terms of time and space, and
details the resulting findings.

The excavation uncovered three overlapping structures
of differing size and antiquity. The smallest and oldest
was probably built by the French early in the 1730s, the
second a dozen years later while the third and largest was
constructed shortly after the English take over of the site
in the early 1760s. The last structure was apparently
dismantled before the end of the first quarter of the 19th
century.

All three structures were found to have served
industrially oriented functions such as storage, even though
the oldest may originally have been a worker's temporary
shelter. Artifacts were generally 18th and early 19th
century and often related to the site's function, that of
the transformation of iron ore into bars and finished

products.
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Introduction

The Forges du Saint-Maurice, a Canadian National Historic
Site, is an important archaeological source of Euro-American
material culture history because of its dual domestic and
industrial identity and relatively long active occupation
span (1729-1883). Excavations by the Archaeology Section of
Parks Canada have taken place there since 1973 and will
probably extend until 1980 with interpretative research some
years beyond that date. Some excavating by the Department
of Cultural Affairs of the Province of Quebec did take place
from 1965 to 1969; however, few research results transpired
from these excavations save for a number of field notebooks
and a large quantity of partially catalogued artifacts.

The head archaeologist of the present project is Pierre
Nadon under whose overall authority worked approximately
fifty archaeologists, assistants, and excavators during the
past three field seasons. The site presently covers sixteen
acres of fields, pastures, and sloping woodlands on the west
bank of the Saint-Maurice river, just a few miles north of
the city of Three-Rivers, Quebec.

The subject of this report is limited to the
excavations conducted by the author to the south-west of the
blast-furnace (Fig. 23) from late May to late August, 1975.
This area is relatively small in size and simple in outlook
if compared to the larger and more complex industrial and
domestic structures to be found elsewhere on the site. No
above ground structural remains were visible prior to a test

trench excavation conducted in the latter part of the 1974



season. The area's lowest occupation level is possibly
witness, however, to the site's earliest industrial
settlement. Furthermore, tangible evidence of three
overlapping structures of varying size and style and their
associated artifacts and stratigraphy provide ample
interesting material for this archaeological report.

The excavation and recording techniques utilized were
those contained in the Archaeology Excavation Manual

(Swannack 1973) of Parks Canada. The area excavated was
divided horizontally by arbitrarily designated grid squares
which did not, in this case, correspond to archaeologically
meaningful divisions (Fig. 23).

I was assisted by a crew of from four to seven workmen
most of whom were students. Aside from doing the actual
excavating, some of these students assisted in the
archaeological recording.

A brief historical outline of the Forges du
Saint-Maurice and profile of its natural environment will

facilitate the understanding of the report.



The Environment

Availability of natural resources plays an essential role in
the establishment of an early industry such as metalurgy.

It is therefore useful to identify and interpret the climate
and flora of the Forges du Saint-Maurice as well as its
surficial geological characteristics.

Physical Features

What shaped the present landscape? Physical features and
related sediments suggest to the geologist the following
sequence of events. The Central Saint-Lawrence Lowland was
probably ice covered during most of the Wisconsin glaciation
which lasted from about 65,000 to 12,000 B.P. The receding
ice was then replaced by the Champlain Sea, a major body of
salt water, from about 12,000 to 9,500 B.P. (Gadd 1973: 91,
92). This post-glacial inundation ceased with a rapid land
mass uplift which has not yet ended.

The geological features found immediately under the
cultural layers of the Forges du Saint-Maurice are part of
the "Trois-Riviéres Delta" formed by extensive alluvial
deposits of sand, silt, and gravel which accumulated at the
mouth of the Saint-Maurice River where it enters the
Saint-Lawrence. "Sediments are spread over a nearly
circular area about 6 miles in diameter centred on Les
Vieilles Forges and bisected by St. Maurice River. The
surface of the delta is irregular, but slopes generally

toward St. Lawrence River in a series of terraces" (Gadd



1973: 18).

The ironworks rest partly on one of these older delta
terraces and partly on the more recent bank of the present
Saint-Maurice. Finally, some of the structures stand along
a ravine cut by the erosive effect of the Lavoir Creek which
drains terrace waters down to the river (Fig. 23).

A series of borings were done in 1974 (Couillard 1974)
on various parts of the site. The one conducted closest to
the area excavated by the author provides a stratigraphic
profile that indicates well the type of natural deposition
to be found on the upper terrace (Fig. 28).

Starting from the surface elevation of 126.40 ft. above
sea level, an average height for the terrace, the boring
reveals first three feet of cinders and slag deposited as a
result of industrial activity. The following three feet
(123.40 ft. A.S.L. to 120.40 ft. A.S.L.) are composed of
fine to medium size grain yellow sand (2,500 1bs per sq. ft.
carrying capacity). The surface of this topmost natural
deposit is extensively disturbed by human activity as
indicated by artifactual evidence found wherever this
stratum has been excavated. The next layer of soil, nearly
four feet thick is composed of fine grain yellow gray sand
with gravel (4,000 1bs per sq. ft. carrying capacity). This
is most probably an undisturbed soil layer. The sand and
gravel extends down to 83.40 ft. A.S.L. before the presence
of silt is found. This allows for good drainage and a deep
water table at 110.80 ft. A.S.L. However, elsewhere on the
terrace, clayish and silty soils are found very close to the
surface resulting in a high water table, poor drainage and
problems in the archaeological excavation.

Limonite was found plentifully in several areas near
the site of the future ironworks and generally near the
surface of numerous other parts of the Three Rivers delta
and Central Saint-Lawrence Lowland (Blanchard 1950: 18).
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These ferruginous deposits were known to the ecarliest
settlers of the region who encountered them when tilling
their lands. Reports on the presence of these mineral
deposits were made to the appropriate French authorities as
early as the 1660's and through most of the following three
quarter century (Sulte 1920: 16, 17, 31; Tessier 1974: 41).
However, it was not until the first quarter of the 18th
century that any concrete steps were made towards the

exploitation of these mineral resources.

Climate

Strong thermal amplitudes characterize the climate of the
Saint-Lawrence River Lowland. This region is strongly

af fected by air masses moving from the west and mid-west and
by nordic air flows especially during the winter months.
Precipitation totaling 30 to 40 inches is abundant
throughout the year. The top soil is frozen and snow
covered during most of the winter months while occasional
frosts are not infrequent during early spring and most of
autumn. A real growth season of four to five months thus
results (Hamelin 1969: 12, 13).

These weather patterns are probably quite similar to
those of the last three centuries despite slight variations
both in precipitation and thermal amplitudes.

One positive effect of the snow cover was certainly its
use as a temporary road base for the sleigh transportation
of trees felled in the forests during the summer months for

use at the Forges du Saint-Maurice as fuel or lumber.

Vegetation

The vegetation cover of the present Central Saint-Lawrence
Lowland bears little resemblance to the one that existed



prior to European settlement and exploitation. However,
most of the native flora is still present today but much
altered in geography and concentration.

In the middle Saint-Lawrence a mixed forest prevails.

White spruce (Picea glauca), balsam fur (Abies balsamea),

sugar maple (Acer saccharum), yellow birch (Betula

alleghaniensis), eastern hemlock (Tsuga Canadensis), eastern

white pine (Pinus strobus), red maple (Acer Rubrum), and

gray birch (Betula populifolia) are all important forest

types that could have been found on the site of the Forges
du Saint-Maurice (Rowe 1972: 95). However, during its long
occupation span most of the site has been cleared of trees
for purposes of industry and agriculture. Trees grow to any
great extent on the present park site only where necessary
for land stabilization purposes or where agricultural yield
is poor. It is difficult in such a case to ascertain the
exact types of vegetation that have dominated the site in
the past. One topographical description of the early 19th
century (Bouchette 1815: 302, 307) describes briefly the
vegetation covering the site at the time. "...in the low
parts of the St.-Maurice seigniory there are a few swamps
with a good deal of hemlock and cedar upon them; the
aclivities are mostly clothed with general mixture of timber
trees, but the chief sort is pine of middling growth: avery
small part only of this grant is cultivated" (Bouchette
1815: 305).

A complete and exhaustive microflora study has still to
be undertaken in order to better understand the area's

passed flora and fauna.

The Environment: Positive and Negative

Iron ore and trees for use as fuel and lumber were readily

available. Lime-stone and other hard varieties of rock



could be quarried nearby. The swift moving Lavoir Creek
provided an easily harnessed motor force for the mills'
machinery. Access to markets was assured by shallow barge
transportation on the Saint-Maurice and by ship on the
nearby Saint-Lawrence to points east and west. The town of
Three-Rivers was growing only a few road miles to the south
of the site. These are some of the major environmental
factors which may have prompted the selection of the
Saint-Maurice Seigniory as the site of the first ironworks
in New France. Drawbacks, however, did exist.

Not all was favorable to the establishment of the
Forges. Sand proper for the casting of iron was not
available on the territory of New-France nor, for that
matter, was it in Lower and Upper Canada (Bouchette 1815:
205, 206). Qualified personnel capable of turning out a
quality product were difficult to hire because of the
remoteness of New—-France and the Saint-Maurice region from
the home country. Major buying markets were distant from
the center of production.... 1In spite of these and other
difficulties the Forges du Saint-Maurice were built and it

is to their history that we now turn.



Historical Markers

The furnace fires of the Forges du Saint-Maurice died out
late in the 19th century but its history is still in the
writing. In the past, no historians have paid serious
attention to the technological aspects of its history.
Monographs on the industrial evolution, production, and
economics of the Forges have still to be published.
However, research in these fields as well as into the life
styles of the workers and inhabitants of the Forges village
is now underway both by historians above ground and
archaeologists under ground.

The major events surrounding the establishment and
subsequent history of the Forges are fairly well known.

These events constitute the subject of this report.

Difficult Beginnings (1729-43)

More than fifty years elapsed between the discovery of iron
ore in the Forges area and a concrete attempt at its
exploitation. The reasons behind this time lag are complex
and their study beyond the scope of this report. Let it
suffice to say that early settlers and local enterpreneurs
possessed neither manpower, financial strength,
technological knowhow nor political influence necessary to
organize a viable large scale ironworks. Furthermore, the
colonial administration made them extremely dependent on the
French authorities who, despite their reliance on foreign

suppliers of iron, did not see fit to take positive action.



In 1729, a Montré&al merchant named Poulin de
Francheville attempted to securc the legal and exclusive
rights to the mining and working of iron ore on or near the
Saint-Maurice Seigniory which his forefathers had owned
since 1668. Early the following year, Louis XV acquiesced
to the request of Francheville. Financing was to be assured
through private funds in no way involving the Crown. By
1732 the Forges du Saint-Maurice had become a reality - but
a very shaky one.

Faulty equipment, ill qualified labour, poor management
and financial administration plagued the Forges through most
of its formative years. From 1732 to 1742 the Forges passed
from the single party ownership of Francheville to two
consecut ive company proprietorships.

The first company included Francheville, Bricault de
Valmur, Frangois-Etienne Cugnet, Pierre Poulin, and Ignace
Gamelin all of whom were either merchants or administrators.
Operations did not go smoothly when under its control.

Money was in short supply. Loans from the Crown had to be
secured, production was almost nil. By the fall of 1735 the
company had to be dissolved.

Its replacement was not to fare much better. The
second company, Cugnet et Cie, did not include Francheville
but, among others, two master forgers, Olivier de Vezin and
Jacques Simonet. One could have expected in this case a
bet ter outcome but here again, in spite of substantial Crown
loans, and an important building program which included the
construction of a blast furnace and two forges, the
enterprise did not prosper. A low rate of production of a
relatively poor quality product was insufficient to offset
large and often unnecessary expenses. Infighting among the
partners was also a major problem where the benefit and the
viability of the company often seemed secondary to the

persuance of personal interests.
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Bankruptcy and a company break up were the forlorn
conclusions to such an ill managed industrial venture. This
occurred in October of 1741. The ironworks somehow survived
the following two years under tight governmental control but

without any long term organizational planning.

The Crown Takes Control

The Crown took definitive control of the ironworks in May of
1743. The purpose of the take-over was, of course, to make
good use of the existing industrial infrastucture as well as
to ensure an increased productivity through tighter
financial and managerial controls.

Product ion actually did increase somewhat from 1743 to
1747 through the efforts of some qualified specialized
labour and a not too corrupt colonial administration under
the direction of Hocquart. For instance, during 1744, 59
stoves were moulded as well as 4,624 cannon balls of various
calibres (Tessier 1974: 113). 1In 1747, besides 800,000 1lbs
of stock iron, 10 anvils, 300 mortar bombs, 5,500 cannon
balls, 4 very large cauldrons, 358 cooking pots, 13 hammers,
11 plates for brick ovens and 200 heating stoves were
manufactured (Tessier 1974: 113, 114). With the threat of
war in Europe, the production of the Forges du Saint-Maurice
became more and more oriented towards the production of
military hardware. The relative prosperity of the Forges
lasted until 1752 (Ouellet 1966: 56).

The last years of the French REgime in Canada were not
a period of great prosperity at the Forges du Saint-Maurice.
The arrival of a replacement for Hocquart coincided with the
progressive recession of the ironworks to a point of near
stagnation. This slump was to end only after the take-over
by the English military rule in 1760.
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British Rule (1760-1767)
The ironworks were back into operation by the spring of
1761. From the low ebb of 1760 to 1767, the Forges du

Saint-Maurice while under military or civilian colonial

administration progressed relatively well. Production which
was nearly nil at the end of the French REégime had picked up
considerably. By 1766 up to 800,000 1bs of cast iron was
being produced. Population at the Forges village had risen
from 72 inhabitants in 1761 to 273 inhabitants two years
later (Tessier 1974: 129). The summer of 1767 saw the

return of the Forges to the private domain.

A Return to Private Enterprise (1767-1793)

In June of 1767, Christophe Pelissier, a Quebec City
merchant, heading a well balanced and influential group of
associates, secured a 16 year lease to the Forges and the
rights to its exploitation. His associates included two
members of the Executive Council, a lawyer, wholesalers, and
merchants one of which was from London. Lumbering and
mining rights to the neighbouring lands were included in the
transaction with the British authorities. Little
information is available on the quantity and quality of the
ironworks' production. The most memorable incident of the
period concerns the American invasion and subsequent retreat
from Canada in the fall of 1775 and winter-spring of 1776.
Pellissier, sympathetic to the Americans, supplied them with
stock iron as well as cannon balls and other iron products
(Tessier 1974: 133; Sulte 1920: 149). As a result of this
incident, Pélissier fled to the United States and
subsequently to France.

Pierre de Sales Laterriére followed by Alexandre Dumas

succeeded Pélissier at the head of the ironworks until the






