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Abstract 

In 1975 thirteen structures were excavated at the 1875-83 

N.W.M.P. post of Fort Walsh, including the northwest bastion, 

the semi-subterranean powder magazine, two stables, the 

saddlery, shoe-maker's shop, three privies, the guardhouse, 

quartermaster's store and rooms added to the NCO quarters 

and the orderly room. Extensive tests of the palisades 

indicate that the area of the fort was increased in 1880 by 

some 30,000 square feet by re-erection of the exterior 

stockade wall some distance from the buildings. In addition, 

comparison of structures dating prior to and subsequent to 

1880 indicates an increase in the sophistication of building 

techniques. 

A large sample of artifacts from the excavations will 

allow quantitative analysis of artifact distributional trends, 

and the identification of the spacing and nature of activities 

within and between buildings through the period of occupation 

of Fort Walsh. It may also be possible to investigate some 

of the behavioral implications of status ranking and social 

stratification within the North West Mounted Police through 

analysis of artifact distributional tendencies. 



Preface 

The third season of archaeological investigations at the 

1875-83 North West Mounted Police post of Fort Walsh, situated 

in the Cypress Hills of southwestern Saskatchewan, was 

conducted by the Research Division of the National Historic 

Parks and Sites Branch, Parks Canada between June 1, 19 75 

and September 15, 1975. A reduced crew remained on site 

until October 31 completing laboratory processing and 

preliminary analysis of artifact material, and backfilling 

excavations. The project was directed by James V. Sciscenti, 

staff archaeologist with the Branch, assisted by Jeffrey 

S. Murray, assistant archaeologist, and Anita Campbell, field 

assistant with the project until March 31, 1976. Excavation 

season personnel included four field assistants: Linda 

Southwood, Francois J. Kense, Kevin Lunn and Alison Wylie; 

a laboratory supervisor, Susan Murdock; a photographer, Bruce 

Fleming, and a local labour crew of 10 to 15 persons from 

the Maple Creek area. Surveying, mapping and extant recording 

were carried out by M.D. Olynyk of the Extant Recording Section, 

Restoration Services Division, Engineering and Architecture 

Branch, Prairie Region, Parks Canada. 

All artifact material was cleaned, labelled where 

applicable, mended and sorted into morphological, functional, 

and stylistic categories on site. Verification and cross­

checking of artifact identifications were conducted on site 

by Olive Jones and Peter Priess, respectively, heads of glass 

and metal research with the Material Culture Research Unit, 

Research Division, National Historic Parks and Sites Branch, 

x 
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Ottawa, during the middle of September 19 75; ceramic materials, 

were cross-checked later in Ottawa by D.M. Griffiths and 

L. Sussman. 

Subsequent to verification, each artifact was identified, 

described and sketched along with measurements on an individual 

card which provided original provenience data, with the 

exception of nails, unrestorable glass fragments, and metal 

scrap. With these latter categories, a number of morphological 

attributes, particular to each class, were used to define 

subtypes and the frequency of occurrence of each subtype was 

recorded on provenience tables. For instance, nails were 

hierarchically segregated by manufacturing technique (cut, 

wrought, wire), head type (square, rectangular, etc.) and 

shank length, and recorded by variety and provenience on 

charts. 

Further analyses were conducted with artifacts which were 

too fragmentary or too undifferentiated to determine functions, 

in an attempt to determine whether such material grouped with 

identified artifact categories in terms of cross-section 

profile or dimensions and/or distribution. Scattergrams were 

employed to assess the degree of relationship between thickness, 

width and length, and histograms were set up to determine 

whether size groups were present in the undifferentiated or 

fragmentary materials. Scattergrams indicated the lack of a 

linear relationship between different attributes of size 

(length, width, thickness, weight, etc.) and hence no 

objective measure could be obtained as to original size of 

fragmentary artifacts such as metal bars, rods or plates. 

In consequence, matching with complete objects could not be 

completed and function of unidentified material could not be 

determined. Such materials are hence classified only by 

morphological attributes. 
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Subsequent analyses consisted of the preparation of 

interbuilding tabulations to facilitate quantitative comparison 

of differential location of artifact types across the site. 

Formal quantitative manipulation of these data was not under­

taken, and is planned for the final site syntheses. The 

distributional tabulations were inspected visually in an 

attempt to determine activities in the degree of coincidence 

between historically ascribed functions for buildings and the 

nature of activities derived from artifact analysis. In some 

cases, the nature of activities performed in a structure 

rests solely on analysis, since historical information is 

lacking. Only in the case of the northwest bastion was 

statistical manipulation of artifact data undertaken in an 

attempt to resolve direct conflicts between different docu­

mentary sources. 

The descriptive report on the 1975 excavations is based 

on manuscripts prepared and revised in the field by each 

archaeological supervisor. While there have been a number 

of revisions and rewriting by Murray and Sciscenti, 

the report of the 19 75 investigations is the joint product 

of all authors. 

Particular assistance and a pleasant field working 

environment are credited to Jim Smith, interim acting 

superintendent at Fort Walsh, N.H.P., in 1975, and his wife 

Marge. Soil sample analyses were conducted at no cost, by 

Rene Barendreght and his assistant Anne Fraser, Queen's 

University Field Project, Agricultural Research Station, 

Manyberries, Alberta. Two of the Fort Walsh National Historic 

Park maintenance staff, Dwight Demchenko and Terry Smith, 

provided invaluable assistance in the identification of saddlery 

and harness parts, tools, farrier ' s and blacksmith's equipment 

and the morphology and construction of wagons. 
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Introduction 

The 1975 archaeological project at Fort Walsh continued the 

general programme of investigation established during 1973 

and 1974 (Sciscenti et al. 1976). During the winter of 

fiscal year 19 74/75, the Prairie Region Office, Parks Canada 

set up a Fort Walsh planning committee which developed some 

of the long range interpretive and restoration directions 

to be pursued. Several decisions served to clarify the 

archaeological and historical requirements, and the scheduling 

of research and restoration activities. A decision was 

reached to focus restoration on the last phase of .the North 

West Mounted Police occupation of Fort Walsh, the period 

from 1880-1883, with initial phases of occupation and 

subsequent history of the site to be covered by interpretive 

monographs and displays within the visitor reception centre. 

In addition, strong emphasis was placed on the derivation of 

information, from both archaeological remains and analysis of 

documentary sources, on the social characteristics of Fort 

Walsh personnel and the nature of life at a frontier fort. 

In consequence, the 1975 archaeological project was 

directed toward investigation of settlement growth and change 

between 1875 and 1883, with a primary emphasis on identifi­

cation of structures and areas occupied and utilized subsequent 

to 1880. In addition, since the historical documents 

indicate changes in the function of buildings through time, 

considerable effort was made to collect artifact samples from 

different stratigraphie contexts, and in fine scale provenience 

units in order to delineate artifact associations and define 
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Figure 1. Air photo of Fort Walsh, looking south, showing the 19 75 archaeological 
excavations. The extant structures in the photograph were constructed as part of 
the R.C.M.P. remount station in the early 1940s (Photo by B. White). 



Figure 2. Master grid plan of the 1975 excavations, 
(Drawing by K. Walton and A. Pacey) 
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activity areas. In order to determine some of the parameters 

of daily life at the fort, samples of dietary residue were 

collected, including flotation samples and faunal materials, 

and are currently under analysis by Steve Cumbaa, Zoological 

Identification Centre, National Museums of Canada. An 

attempt is being made to determine if major dietary differences 

existed between commissioned and enlisted grades in the North 

West Mounted Police. 

The following sections of this monograph provide a 

descriptive report on the 19 75 season with primary emphasis 

on structural information derived during excavation. Artifact 

data are contained in Appendix A. Intrabuilding distributional 

information is not included since quantitative analysis will 

not be undertaken until completion of excavations at Fort 

Walsh. Figure 1 depicts a view of the present-day Fort Walsh; 

plans of the 1975 excavations are presented in Figure 2. 
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1880 Northwest Bastion 

Historical Background 

Historical source data on the northwest bastion at Fort Walsh 

are conflicting in terms of the date of construction, location 

of the structure in relation to other buildings and in 

construction details. 

Turner, basing his conclusions on an interview with 

G. S. Cotter, an ex-staff sergeant of the N.W.M.P., states 

that the bastion was constructed in 1875 as an unroofed 

structure from horizontally laid logs, with a platform and 

parapet, at the northwest corner of the fort (Turner 1950: 

213; McCullough 1976: 291, re "Old Fort Walsh" by.J. P. Turner 

in research file on Fort Walsh atLiaison Branch, R.C.M.P. 

Headquarters, Ottawa). However, no bastion is shown at this 

location in the 1876 and 1878 sketches by Delaney and Rickett 

or in an 1878 photograph (Canadian Illustrated News 1876; 

Glenbow-Alberta Institute NA-1059-1; P.A.C., C-19073; 

R.C.M.P. H.Q. Neg. No. 266). Hence, it appears unlikely 

that a bastion was constructed at the northwest corner of the 

fort until May 1879 when the basic layout of the post was 

remodelled (McCullough 1976: 158). Cotter's description must 

therefore refer to another structure elsewhere, possibly the 

square 1875 southeast bastion. 

A Manitoba Daily Free Press article, dated May 21, 1880, 

and a contemporary photograph confirm the northwest bastion 

as an upright log structure, 16 feet high (Morgan 1970: 88; 

Glenbow-Alberta Institute NA-2446-16). However, the photo­

graph which shows the bastion without a roof is at variance 

with the newspaper article which states both the southeast 
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and northwest bastions were "covered". The photographic data 

are also in conflict with an 1881 diary notation that oats 

were stored in both bastions (McCullough 1976); presumably 

the oats, which probably had been shipped from Fort Benton 

at considerable cost, would not have been stored in an 

unroofed structure where exposure to the weather would cause 

spoilage. It is likely that the photo was taken either 

prior to installation of the roof and hence prior to May 21, 

1880, or during the dismantling of the fort in 1883. This 

latter possibility is discounted on the basis that other 

structures in the photograph do not exhibit signs of dis­

mantling. 

Excavation Technique 

Archaeological investigations appeared to offer a means of 

resolving problems of historical data conflict. 

Based on historical information, previously summarized, 

it was expected that evidence of the bastion would consist 

of a circular structure with upright log butts set in a 

footing trench excavated approximately two to three feet into 

the sterile subsoil. Since excavation of the southeast 

bastion had revealed two doorways characterized by a single 

row of posts in contrast to the normal double row of the 

wall, and since the two bastions could be assumed to have 

had the same function, it was expected that evidence for two 

or more doors would be found facing strategic areas along 

Battle Creek and Spring Creek to the west and north. In 

addition, the collection of flotation samples was planned 

inside and outside of the structure to determine if a 

differential distribution of grain occurred. This would 

allow an assessment of the historical notation that grain 

had been stored in the bastion (Turner 1950: 607). Prior to 
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excavation, there were no surficial indications of the bastion. 

The location of the structure, which was projected from 

angles of the west and north palisades, was immediately north 

of a modern corral and northwest of a modern wood pile. As 

a result of these activities, it was expected that there would 

be at least minor damage to the historic features. 

Initially a 0.8 meter wide test trench was excavated 

north/south to the east of the intersection of the two 

palisades. Subsequent to delineation of the bastion footing 

trench, a 7.3 m diameter area was laid out for excavation; 

this diameter was utilized on the basis of size of the 

southeast bastion. 

A grid was established using the north/south grid line 

from Fort Walsh datum A. The area within the bastion was 

divided into fourteen two meter square suboperations with 

baulks left between them to maintain vertical profile control. 

Turf from the entire area was removed as one unit since the 

modern zone is disturbed from use as a corral. 

An east/west test trench was excavated to bisect the 

bastion in order to define the footing trench and possible 

internal features. The profile in this test trench showed 

that a yellow clay and mixed clay overlay the 1880 ground 

surface and the footing trench. This stratigraphie deposit 

was removed as a single unit within each suboperation. 

Subsequent to removal of the turf and clay strata the 

bastion footing trench appeared as an intrusion below the 

1880 ground surface. The fill of the footing trench was 

excavated as a separate unit within each suboperation since 

building materials within the footing trench are probably 

directly related to the bastion wall or deposited during 

initial construction stages. Elsewhere, artifacts and 

features within the bastion may be post-construction. The 

footing trench was excavated to sterile and the wall posts 
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were left in situ. 

Excavations were conducted outside the bastion in an 

attempt to define possible doorways or pathways. These 

areas were designated as a separate provenience so that 

artifacts and features inside and outside the bastion could 

be distinguished. In addition, adjacent sections of the 

north and west palisades were exposed to determine the 

details of juncture with the bastion (see Figure 3). 

Stratigraphy 

The northwest bastion was situated on a surface which sloped 

from east to west, dropping 0.43 m in a distance of 7.3 m. 

The centre of the bastion was 2.5m northwest of a modern 

corral, approximately 27 m northwest and 12 m west of Fort 

Walsh datum A. The ground surface, at the time of excavation, 

was covered with a 0.0 3-0.10 m thick turf cover. *A number 

of small disturbances intruded into underlying strata from 

this surface; three post holes, oriented along the alignment 

of the east fence of the modern corral, were spaced at 

intervals of 4 m across the bastion. These post holes are 

sunk into sterile deposits underlying the 1880 occupation 

surface. Elsewhere, disturbances were minimal and did not 

truncate bastion deposits. 

Tests conducted into sterile deposits, to determine the 

nature and extent of levelling by the N.W.M.P., show a 

complex series of alternating, homogeneous, discrete strata 

consisting of silty loam. The source of these deposits was 

not clear in this locality and elsewhere on the site; while 

the silts may be derived from upslope wash, the levelness 

of gradient possibly indicated derivation from either over-

bank deposition or from cut-and-fill action of Battle or 

Spring Creeks. 
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