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- ABSTRACT 

The archaeological excavations at the site of Fort St. 

James, British Columbia, during the summer of 1972 completed 

the bulk of the field research possible at that time. Exca­

vated: were sections of the perimeter fence, boardwalks and 

platforms, the tram and wharf, the flagpole, the privy, the 

workshop, the fish cache, the men's house, the Grahame ware­

house and the trade store. The artifacts for these areas 

were analyzed over the succeeding winter and the structures 

excavated have been interpreted. Oral histories from members 

of the nearby Carrier reserve were collected and an analysis 

of this material has been compiled. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This report is the presentation of the findings of a second 

archaeological season of excavation at the site of Fort St. 

James, British Columbia. This work which was conducted 

during the months of June through August 1972, completes the 

archaeology which was planned for the site. Although further 

work remains to be done on the site, these operations have 

been postponed until such a time as there is access to 

several sections of the site not yet in the possession of 

the government of Canada. These areas include the factor's 

dwelling and attendant outbuildings which is considered to 

be one of the more important complexes of the site. 

During the 1972 field season, excavations were completed 

on the tramway and wharf, the flagpole, the rear fence, the 

fence corner and privy, the workshop, the fish cache, the 

Grahame warehouse and the trade store. Exploratory excava­

tions were also made in those areas suspected of being 

locations of boardwalks or other structures, The major 

objectives of these excavations were much the same as they 

were during 1971, that is, to obtain structural information 

about the site for the purposes of site development. As a 

consequence, most of the field season was concentrated on 

the excavation of the known features of the site to determine 

their nature and extent. The artifacts obtained this past 

season were not as numerous as those collected last year 

and mostly date from the very recent past. 

1 



THE SITE 

Physica1 Description 

The site of Fort St. James is located near the mouth of 

Stuart Lake at an approximate position of 56 26'N and 124 

15'W. It is situated within the town of Fort St. James, 

British Columbia with an elevation above sea level of 

2274.0 ft. Its elevation above the mean water level of 

Stuart Lake is approximately 37 ft. 

The climate is characterized by cold winters and cool 

summers. Appendix B summarizes the various aspects of the 

climate such as daily mean temperature, mean annual rainfall, 

snowfall and precipitation and frost periods. The graphs 

used in this Appendix are based on data obtained from the 

Dominion Bureau of Statistics which have been recorded for 

Fort St. James since 1895. 

The Fort St. James area belongs to the Interior Physiolog­

ical System of the Canadian Cordillera which is typified by 

dissected plateaus and scattered mountain ranges. The 

region was heavily glaciated during the Pleistocene era and 

the site is located on deep lacustrine deposits of a glacial 

lake bed. These deposits of alternating layers of silty 

clay and sand extend to a depth of 100 ft. or more (Farsted 

and Laird 1954). The hills to the north and east of the site 

are composed of limestone with minor inclusions of shale, 

gneiss and argillite. 
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The soil on which the site was constructed belongs to the 

Grey Wooded group, Fort St. James series (Farstad and Laird 

1954: 35). These soils are characterized by clays ranging 

in color and texture from dark grey fine to grey heavy coarse. 

They are very plastic when wet and become extremely hard when 

dry. The soil pH is 7.0-8.0 which is typical of the Grey 

Wooded group, but this rise in pH is due to alterations of 

the drainage system by man. 

At present the vegetational coverage of the site is mostly 

grasses and open field crops with a predominance of foxtail 

barley (Hordeum jubatum), quack grass (Agropyron repens), 

shortawn foxtail (Alopecurus aequalis) and thistle (Cirsium 

brevistylum). Before the site was cleared, which occured 

perhaps a hundred years ago or so, the vegetational cover is 

postulated as being white spruce (Picea glauca). 

The results of the above factors in terms of agricultural 

potential are that the growing season is long enough and the 

soil is rich and wet enough for crops, but due to summer 

frosts only the hardier plants such as potatoes, and turnips 

can be grown with any sort of assurance. 

For detailed discussions of these factors and the agricultural 

potential of the site and its significance to the fur trade 

post, see Environmental Study of Fort St. James (Norris 1972). 
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History 

What follows is only a brief sketch of the history of 

Fort St. James. This history will shortly be presented in 

a much more detailed form by Mr. George Ingram of the 

National Historic Sites Service. Mr. Ingram, has been 

compiling the history of the site and the district and this 

is soon to be presented in the National Historic Sites Service 

Manuscript Report Series. Also the Manuscript Report Series 

No. 77 presented a historical sketch and it is felt that 

only a brief outline of the post's past is necessary here. 

Stuart Lake Post was established in 1806 by Simon Fraser 

of the North West Company. This post named in honor of James 

Stuart, Fraser's lieutenant, was to become the administrative 

headquarters for the New Caledonia fur district. From this 

post the annual brigades to the Pacific Coast were to form 

and return, and from here the supplies for the district were 

distributed. In 1821 the post changed hands with the merger 

of the North West Company to the Hudson's Bay Company and 

during this period the number of posts in the district were 

increased. From 1821 until 1860 the Hudson's Bay Company 

maintained a monopoly on the fur trade of this district. 

Also during this time the location of Fort St. James was 

moved twice, although the post itself remained in the 

general vicinity of the mouth of Stuart Lake. In 1848 

Donald Manson, Chief Trader at Fort St. James, commenced 
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the erection of a new fort which was to last until 1889/90 

when it was replaced by Roderick MacFarlane. Manson's post 

is believed to have been erected somewhat to the south of 

the later, MacFarlane, post of which the buildings now 

standing belonged. As yet Manson's post has not been 

definitely located. 

In 1889/90, because of the dilapidated state of the 

post erected by Manson, R. MacFarlane took it upon himself 

without the knowledge or permission of his superiors» to 

erect another post at Fort St. James. This construction 

(Fig. 1) came at a time when the HBC was undergoing austerity 

measures and the district was being cut back. Needless to 

say MacFarlane's actions were frowned upon by Winnipeg, but 

it was William Traill, MacFarlane's successor, who bore the 

brunt of the expense of the new post. Its construction was 

supervised by A.C. Murray, son of Alexander Hunter Murray of 

Yukon-Mackenzie River fame, and was to be the Hudson's Bay 

Company trading center until the 1940's. By 1947 the trading 

operation had been removed to another site and only the 

warehouse was being used for storage. The small men's house 

was being rented and the factor's dwelling was sold to 

Mr. Don Vinnedge in 1953. The remaining buildings were 

finally put in the care of the Fort St. James Historical 

Society and in the 1960's the Government of Canada acquired 

the buildings and the post was named as a National Historic 

Site. Today plans are being made to develop the site into a 

National Historic Park. 
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In keeping with the attempt to interpret the post on as 

broad a base as possible, other data collecting techniques 

were employed to complement the archaeology of the site. 

The most important of these was the continued collection of 

oral histories from the local inhabitants. The emphasis 

this past summer was upon collecting material from the 

Carrier Indians of the Necoslie Reserve in an effort to 

bring additional information to bear on the problem of 

describing the Indian's role in the fur trade of New 

Caledonia. 

Because the site, and the methodology employed in its 

excavation have been described in the National Historic 

Sites Service Manuscript Report Series No. 77 only a very 

brief description will be presented. 
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1 1888-89 plan of Fort St. James drawn by Roderick MacFarlane, 

Drawing number 3T-72-102-14. (Provincial Archives of British 

Columbia). 
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METHODOLOGY 

Rationale 

As mentioned previously (Harris, 1972) it is the objec­

tive of the National Historic Sites Service to interpret 

Fort St. James at a period of its existence dating in the 

1890's. The primary reason for such a decision rests on the 

fact that the buildings standing on the site date from this 

period and because it is from this period that there exists 

a great deal of documentary information. As a continued 

effort to satisfy any structural questions that might arise 

from such a course of action, the excavations and research 

problems posed by the archaeological staff of the N.H.S.S. 

were geared toward this end. 

Strategy 

The strategy for excavation did not differ considerably 

from that employed during the 1971 field season. Basically, 

the aim of the 1972 field season was to complete excavations 

begun during the 1971 season and to excavate those areas 

that would play a part in the development of the post. These 

excavations included the following: 

1. Completion of the excavation of the tram and wharf. 

This operation was begun in 1971 and definite evidence 

of a segment of the tram was located. The purpose of 

the continued excavations was to locate segments of 

the tram throughout its length to the water's edge. 
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2. Excavation of the site of the flagpole. This feature 

was known to have existed to the west or lake side of 

the post. It was not known if one or more flagpoles 

had been erected nor exactly where they were located 

in relation to the lake shore or the post. 

3. Location of the perimeter fence of the post. The 

post had had several fences and several types of 

fences in the past, and it was hoped that the 1890's 

fence could be located and, if desired, rebuilt In 

its original position. In relation to this fence 

it was hoped that the location of the false palisade 

erected for the centennial celebration of 1928 could 

be confirmed. 

4. As part of the excavation of the rear fence of the 

post, the corner of that fence with its small privy 

was sought. This privy is illustrated in several 

photographs of the period and believed to have 

contained artifacts of the 1890's. 

5. Location of the workshop to the east of the fish 

cache and outside the main fence of the post. This 

building was constructed in the 1880's and demolished 

during the 1920's. 

6. Excavation of the area beneath and surrounding the 

fish cache. One of the primary concerns of this 

excavation was to be the determination of the nature 

and depth of the footings of the building. 
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7. Test excavations in an attempt to locate the position 

of the Grahame garage or warehouse. 

8. Completion of the excavations of the trade store 

burned in 1919. The excavation of this structure 

was begun in 1971, but because of weather and shortage 

of time it was not completed. 

9. Finally, the completion of a series of test excava­

tions in search of the boardwalks between the warehouse 

and the trade store and the factor's dwelling. Also 

included in this series of test excavations was one 

excavation to the west of the historic cairn. 

During the 1972 field season all of the above objectives 

were achieved, thereby completing the excavations on the 

property available to the archaeological staff of the National 

Historic Sites Service. 

To implement these excavations techniques similar to 

those employed during the 1971 field season were used. These 

are briefly discussed below. 

Technique 

In order for the mapping and recording of data obtained 

during the 1972 field season to correspond with that obtained 

during the 1971 field season, the same types of vertical and 

horizontal controls were used. Again, an imaginary point of 

origin was established. This point was 1100 ft. north, 1300 

ft. east of the secondary station and was represented by an 
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iron pin set in concrete. On this same line at 1100 ft. 

north, but 600 ft. further east, a second pin was set in 

concrete to create a base line off which the grid system used 

in recording horizontal position on the site was laid. The 

north-south orientation of this grid system was 14 30' west 

of true north or 41 24' west of magnetic north (Fig. 2). 

HORIZONTAL CONTROL 

Horizontal control was maintained on the site by the use 

of a grid system laid out at intervals of 10 feet, using the 

above mentioned base line as a control. The grid was deline­

ated by the use of 1 in. by 2 in. by 18 in. wooden stakes, 

whose longitudinal axes were oriented parallel to the east-

west line of the grid system. All measurements taken within 

any 10 ft. square were taken from the southeast corner of the 

square and from the southeast corner of the stake marking 

that corner. 

VERTICAL CONTROL 

Vertical control on the site was maintained by the use 

of a transit set up on a series of permanent elevations 

stations located at strategic points around the site. There 

were five of these stations in all (Fig. 3) and their eleva­

tions are given below. 

Station A. (used 1971 field season) - 2280.0 MSL 

Station B. - 2269.37 MSL 

Station C. - 2275.52 MSL 
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Station D. - 2275.61 MSL 

Station E. - 2274.84 MSL 

Because of obstructions to the direct line of sight 

occasional recourse was made to temporary stations which are 

not recorded here. The elevations above sea level for these 

stations were determined by correlating their elevations 

with a Canadian Geodetic Survey marker located near the corner 

of Kwah Road and Fort Avenue whose elevation above sea level 

was given as 2265.63 ft. 

UNITS 

All elevations were taken with a levelling rod and were 

read to the nearest 0.05 ft. All horizontal distances were 

taped with a steel tape and read in feet, tenths of feet and 

hundredths of feet. 

MAPS AND SKETCHES 

All maps and sketches drawn on the site were oriented to 

the grid system and north arrows on these drawings refer to a 

northerly direction of 14 30' west of true north. Drawings 

included in this report have their north arrows oriented to 

true north. The scale employed for sketches and drawings 

was generally 1 in. equal 2 ft. unless indicated otherwise. 

The drawing of trench floors and features, etc., was aided 

by the use of 5 ft. by 5 ft. steel frame which was cross-

sectioned by steel wires placed at 1.0 ft. intervals. This 

frame was levelled by two line levels attached to the frame 

and placed on perpendicular axes. 
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PHOTOGRAPHY 

Both black and white and color photography was 

accomplised with the use of 35 mm. Pentax cameras and 

Takumar lenses. The scale used in the photographs was 

either a standard levelling rod or black and white arrow 

demarcated in inches. 

STRATIGRAPHY 

The stratigraphy of the site has already been discussed 

(Harris, 1972) and only a brief outline of its constituent 

elements will be presented. Where warranted more detailed 

discussions of the stratigraphy will be presented under the 

separate operational headings. As stated the site is located 

on a relatively flat expanse of glacial lake bed on the eastern 

shore of Stuart Lake. The underlying soils consist of heavy 

grey clays overlying alternate layers of sand and silt. 

Drainage is poor and mostly surficial. 

Generally the stratigraphy was composed of three layers: 

The sod layer, the sub-sod humus layer and sterile sandy clay. 

The sod layer which usually constituted lot 1 was composed of 

the roots of hay type grasses of which the predominant types 

were foxtail barley (Hordeum jubatum) and quack grass (Agropyron 

repens). The root systems of these grasses were very dense 

and interwoven, and removal of the layer could only be 

accomplished in sections. No attempt was made to sort through 

these sections in search of artifacts. This layer varied in 

depth from 0.1 ft. to 0.4 ft. and its phosphorus content varied 



16 

from 8.0 +_ 0.1 ppm. at the surface to 2.5 + 0.1 ppm. in the 

rooting zone. 

The humus layer below the sod was a consistent dark 

brown in color and contained the remnants of the roots systems 

of the sod grasses. Features were not really discernable in 

this layer except in the case of stones and timbers which 

projected into it from below. This layer was formed by the 

decomposition of the overlying sod and other organic materials. 

Generally it was described as lot 2 during the excavations 

and it had an approximate thickness of 0.3 ft. and 0.5 ft. 

Its phosphorus content ranged from 1.8 + 0.1 ppm. to 2.5 + 

0.1 ppm. 

The third predominant layer was the sterile clays and 

sands which underlay the entire area. This layer, which was 

later determined as a lacustrine deposit of a Pleistocene 

lake, was termed beach sand throughout the field record. 

Its consistency varied from dense clays to gravelly sands 

and it was estimated to have a depth of over 100 ft. (Farstad 

and Laird 1954) with a phosphorus content of 1.0 ppm. The 

significance of this layer to the excavations was that its 

upper surface acted as a matrix into which cultural deposits 

intruded. Its color varied from grey-white to grey to dark 

grey. It also contained some beige and light buff coloured 

sandy clays. The upper foot or so of this layer contained 

traces of decomposed roots, but there were no indications of 

the past presence of a deeply rooted forest cover. This 
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gave rise to the conclusion that if the area had at one time 

been covered by forest it was composed mainly of white spruce 

(Picea glauca). (For complete explanation of vegetational 

progression, see Norris 1972.) 

This stratigraphie pattern varied in some areas, but for 

the most part it was the pervasive sequence throughout the 

site. 
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EXCAVATIONS 

The following is a series of discussions of the excava­

tions that were conducted on the site during the 1972 field 

season. These include: the tram and wharf, the flagpole, 

the perimeter fence, the northeast fence corner and privy, 

the workshop, the fish cache, the Grahame warehouse, the 

trade store and the exploratory excavations for the board­

walk and other features. 

The Tram and Wharf 

This structure consisted of a set of rails and piers 

that extended down the lake shore from the main warehouse 

out into the lake and was used for unloading the schooners 

that brought supplies. This feature of the post was partially 

excavated during the 1971 field season inasmuch as its 

location was established. The purpose of the 1972 excavations 

was to determine the location of the center line throughout 

as much of the tramway's length as possible. In this respect 

the excavations were successful. 

HISTORY 

The tramway and its construction were the result of a 

shift of the supply route to the interior from the Fraser 

River to the Skeena River in 1870. This new line of trans­

portation brought goods up the Skeena River to Babine Lake, 

up Babine Lake and over to Stuart Lake and then down Stuart 

Lake to Fort St. James. In 1891 steamers were placed on the 


