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Abstract 

Recommendations have been made to declare a linear mound of 

significant historic interest. The paucity of information 

on which to determine the mounds of importance led to the 

recently completed study of the linear mounds, concentrations 

of prehistoric burial mounds, in southern Manitoba. 

The following report discusses the objectives of the 

preliminary assessment: an assessment of previous research 

and research orientations; tabulation of the number, 

distribution, nature and cultural affiliation of the mounds; 

assessment of the current state of the mounds as a result 

of cultivation, looting and excavations; accumulation of 

available data on previous research, and a presentation of 

recommendations for future research and development. 
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Introduction 

Recent events by the National Historic Sites Advisory Board 

have renewed interest in the unusual phenomenon of the long, 

linear mounds, up to 765 feet in length, that are a part of 

concentrations of prehistoric burial mounds in Manitoba. 

Although recommendations have been made to declare a linear 

mound of significant historic interest, there was a paucity 

of information of the nature, number, distribution, cultural 

affiliation, and significance of the mounds and also 

insufficient data upon which to determine which mounds were 

important and what research and development programs needed 

to be initiated. The present study is a preliminary assess­

ment from which to develop future plans. Among the objectives 

to be considered are: 

a) an assessment of previous research and research 

orientations; 

b) tabulation of the number, distribution, nature 

(burial versus ceremonial or linear versus conical mounds), 

and cultural affiliation of the mounds; 

c) assessment (involving field visits to the mounds) 

of current state of mounds as a result of cultivation, looting, 

and excavations; 

d) accumulation of available data on previous research 

including local published data, unpublished archival data by 

researchers, and relevant comparative data from other areas, 

and 

e) presentation of recommendations for future research 

and future public development. 

Most mounds in Manitoba are small rounded to conical 
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features of raised earth over one or more burials in sub­

surface pits. There are also a few raised ridges with rounded 

mounds on either end, large mounds of 10-15 feet in height, 

and effigy mounds having the possible forms of turtle and 

muskrat. 

Research was confined to southern Manitoba because the 

mounds are clearly artificial tumuli made by Native peoples 

in the prehistoric period; mounds reported in and near 

northern communities are very shallow humps associated with 

historic burials and are often indistinguishable from local 

natural features such as old deadfalls unless pointed out by 

local residents. 

Initial efforts to tabulate the mounds were fraught with 

unexpected problems. Early accounts were expected to be vague; 

however the degree of confusion, errors in location of mounds, 

and errors in secondary sources proved to be a monumental task 

to sort out (see Appendix 3 on problems). 

It is clear that relatively few mounds are worthy of 

consideration as being of sufficient historical significance 

to be declared. However, there are several outstanding 

mounds and more work is recommended to provide further insights 

into their place in Canadian cultural history. 

The data on the mounds reflect a variety of perceptions 

and techniques over the decades. In order to appreciate 

previous efforts and interpretations it is necessary to 

understand the historical development of the interest in the 

mounds. 
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Mound Designations 

Considerable confusion exists with respect to the names of 

mounds. They have tended to be given either names based on 

landowners* names or local topography or arbitrary numbers 

and letters. Vickers (194 8g) compiled the first check list 

of mounds. Capes (1963) subsequently provided a somewhat 

different list based primarily upon the work of George Bryce* 

Henry Montgomery, and W. B. Nickerson during the period 18 80-

1915; she was apparently oblivious of Vickers1 list and she 

maintained both letter and number duplication that had been 

assigned by various researchers. Syms (1971a) compiled a 

list of mounds in Southwestern Manitoba in which he started 

with Nickerson1s designations and then assigned arbitrary numbers 

for mounds that had been previously assigned duplicate letters 

or numbers, when several mounds were lumped under one letter 

designation, and for mounds discovered in recent decades. 

For this report, the arbitrary numbering system of Syms 

(1971a) has been expanded to be applied to all mounds and 

possible mounds in the southern part of the province. Therefore, 

there is no duplication of numbers or letters. The numbers do 

not follow chronologically within each region because mounds 

are being assigned a number as they are discovered in the 

literature or through recent informants. 

When well-known mounds such as Calf Mountain or the 

Fidler mounds are mentioned, the common name and numerical 

designation are given. Researchers who wish to refer to earlier 
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articles in which only common names are given can readily 

interrelate this report with earlier reports. 
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History of Mound Research 

The mounds in Manitoba have attracted interest for at least 

the last 125 years. The efforts have been stimulated by-

curiosity, dilettantic pillaging, and scholarly research. 

Research into the contents of the mounds reflects and parallels 

archaeological research in North America. However, method­

ological developments in southern Manitoba represent an 

intellectual lag compared to developments in the United 

States. 

Using Willey and Sabloff's (1974) scheme for the general 

developments, it is possible to characterize Manitoba effort 

in four stages (Fig. 1). These stages are: Speculative 

Period; Classificatory Descriptive Period; Classificatory 

Historical Period; and Explanatory Period. 

Th6_J5peculative Period 

The Speculative Period persisted in the United States as a 

whole from 1492 to 1840. It is characterized by: a) the 

collection of archaeological data as incidental activities 

to other interests, resulting in little data or effort; 

b) lack of anthropological research and orientation; 

c) absence of a time framework, and d) rampant speculation, 

particularly by explorers and armchair speculators. Among 

the fanciful interpretations of the various sources of North 

American Indians are the lost continents of Atlantis and Mu. 

The mounds, particularly the large Hopewellian and Mississippian 

examples, were assigned to a "lost race of mound builders" 
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Figure 1. Stages of methodological development for North 
American archaeology (adapted from Willey and Sabloff 1974: 
18) and Manitoba archaeology. (D. Milton, draftsperson) 
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(see Silverberg's The Mound Builders for a particularly 

informative account of the development of this concept). 

For Manitoba, this period lasts from the earliest recorded 

effort by H. Y. Hind to dig into one of the mounds near the 

mouth of the Antler River in southwestern Manitoba in 1858 

(Hind 1971) until the early 1940s at which time Chris Vickers 

began to excavate systematically, keep records for the Manitoba 

Historical and Scientific Society, and develop an archaeological 

chronology; the only exception was Nickerson's scholarly efforts 

in 1912-15 (Nickerson 1913, 1914a, 1914b; Capes 1963). Thus, 

this stage persists much later in Manitoba than in areas to 

the south (Fig. 1). Individuals tended to be, at best, 

antiquarians and at worst pot hunters. They kept no notes, 

tended to distribute the artifacts among local collections, 

maintained little or no awareness with research elsewhere, and 

those who did publish their materials tended to speculate 

wildly. 

The earliest recorded account of the opening of a mound 

was Hind's effort to open a mound near the mouth of Gainsborough 

Creek (referred to in the early literature as North Antler 

River): 

...on a point between a small brook and the river 

we found a number of conical mounds, and the 

remains of an entrenchment. Our half-breeds said 

it was an old Mandan village; the Indians of that 

tribe having formerly hunted and lived in this 

part of the Great Prairies. We endeavoured to 

make an opening into one of the mounds, and 

penetrated six feet without finding anything to 

indicate that mounds were the remains of Mandan 

lodges (Hind 1971: 299). 

There is a flurry of looting and reporting of mounds 

during the 18 8 0s and intermittent activities during the early 

1900s (Table 1). 
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TABLE 1 

MOUND EXCAVATORS IN MANITOBA 

Individual 

H.V. Hind 

D. Gunn 

C. Bell 

G. Bryce 

A. McCharles 

Date 

1857 

1867 

1879 
1885 

1886 

1879 
1885 

1887 

Region 

SW Manitoba 

Red River 

Red River 

N end of Lake 
Winnipeg 

Rainy River, 
Ontario 

Red River 

Rainy River, 
Ontario 

SW Manitoba 

Red River 

Rainy River, 
Ontario 

Arden/ 
Westbourne 

Pembina 

Mound 

unknown 

Fidler A(147) 
Fidler B(148) 

Fidler A(147) 
Fidler B(148) 
McLeod (83) 
Lost Md.(195) 

unknown 

unknown 

St. Andrews(151) 

Fort Garry (165) 
Riverview ( 14 5 ) 
Selkirk (152) 

Fidler A (147) 
Fidler B(148) 

unknown 

Mound C, "other" 
mounds 

St.Andrews(151) 
Fidler A(147) 
Fidler B(148) 

unknown 

Westbourne(160) 

Calf Mtn.(142) 

Comments 

Reported several 
mounds; may have 
opened others 

Calls #147 St. 
Andrews mound; 
mentions opening 
several mounds 

Probably did not 
view this mound 

Probably excavated 
this mound 
Mentions this 
mound in his 1904 
paper, as well as 
Riverview, Selkirk 
and Stranger 
Nickerson reports 
that Bryce opened 
these mounds 

Unable to 
excavate the mound 

Does not mention 
excavating it 
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TABLE 1 

Individual 

H. Montgomery 

South 

Wm. Sims & 
Dr. Corbet 

David Elliot 
& Alfred Gould 

A.P. MacKinnon 

Creighton 

A.D. Thompson 

A. Gould 

D.A. Stewart 

R. Brown 

W.B. Nickerson 

Date 

1907-
1910 

1880s 

1908 

before 
1912-
1915 

1906 

before 
1912-
1915 

before 
1912-
1915 

1931 

1920s? 

1912-
1915 

Region 

Arden/ 
Westbourne 

Pembina 

SW Manitoba 

Pembina 

Pembina 

SW Manitoba 

SW Manitoba 

SW Manitoba 

SW Manitoba 

SW Manitoba 

Pembina 

Pembina 

Arden/West-
bourne 

Central 
Assiniboine 

Mound 

Arden (163) 
Westbourne(160) 

Calf Mtn.(142) 
Pilot Mnd.(121) 
Rock Lake (126) 

Mounds: A, C, D, 
F, M, J(14), G(l£ 
G(19), G(20), 8, 
9, 10, 11, 12. 
Possibly excavate 
1,2,3,5 and 7 

Trornhill 
(118 and 119) 

Sims Mound (113) 

Mounds: 1,2,3 

Mounds: M, 8 

Mound 12 

Mound: N, P & 
Riverview (106) 

Mound E 

Mound 9 

McKay (139) 

Richards A(192) 

McGowan (164) 
McKenzie (162) 

Lone Mound 
(159) 

Comments 

i), 

;d: 
see Cameron 
1962: A42 

Probably before 
Montgomery 
Excavated with 
Montgomery 

Excavated with 
D. Gould 

Possibly excavated 
with Montgomery 
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TABLE 1 

Individual 

W.B. Nickerson 

C. Vickers 

W.H. Rand 

R. MacNeish 

T. Fiske 

R. Nash 

Date 

1912-
1915 

1941-
1947 

1940s 

1954 

1963 

1969 

Region 

Pembina 

SW Manitoba 

Pembina 

Red River 

Pembina 

Central 
Assiniboine 

Red River 

Red River 

Mound 

Sims (113) 
Star A(115) 
Star B(116) 

Moore Group A(110) 
Moore Group B(lll) 
Moore Group C(112) 
Mounds: B, G, H, 
R, J(13), K. Q, 
H(21), H(22), 
H(23), 3, 4, 6, 7, 
Riverview(106) 
Riverview Linear 
A(24) 
Riverview Linear 
B(25) 

Heath Md. (109) 

Sykes (138) 
Crayston (129) 
McLaren Linear(134 
McLaren (133) 

Rosser Ma.(146) 

Mbrden (117) 
Ninette (136) 
McKay (139) 
Sykes (138) 

Olsen (132) 
McLaren (133) 

Stott (157) 

Fidler Mounds: 
A(147) & B(148) 

St. James (143) 

Comments 

12 

It is not clear 
if he excavated ii 

Excavated with Rand 

.) 

possibly with 
C. Vickers 

possibly with 
C. Vickers 
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The Honourable Donald Gunn, pioneer and politician, 

reported several mounds that had been opened, and he probably 

dug part of Fidler Mounds A and B (nos. 147 and 148) (Gunn 

1867; Saylor 1975). He offers to open others but there are no 

further reports. 

In the late 1800s there was a flurry of activity as several 

individuals dug into various mounds throughout the province 

and reported on the remains of the "mound-builders". Some were 

satisfied to write (Schultz 1881; Lewis 1886; Upham 1896), but 

most developed a frantic search of the centres of mounds through­

out the province (McCharles 1887; Bell 1879, 1885a, 1885b, 1885c, 

1886a, 1886b, 1886c, 1887a, 1887b, 1887c, 1895, 1898; Bryce 1879, 

1885, 1887, 1890a, 1890b, 1890c, 1904, 1909).2 Both Bell and 
3 

Bryce excavated as early as 1879 and published primarily from 
1885 to 1890 and tended to write general articles with little 

evidence as to specific mounds and dates. Despite the fact that 

both men were working at the same time and publishing profusely, 

there is a noticeable absence of references to each other's works. 

Several of the mounds in the Melita Region were visited and 

reported by Reynolds (1889) for the monumental work by Powell 

(1894) and Thomas (1894) for the Smithsonian Institution. 

Thomas' work includes a sketch of linear mounds with circular 

mounds on the end. 

In the period 1907-10, Henry Montgomery shifted his passion 

for digging mounds from North Dakota to Western Canada, particularl 

Manitoba (Montgomery 1906, 1907, 1908, 1910). He tended to 

leave behind a series of "doughnut-shaped" features where he dug 

out the centre (his efforts can still be seen in some of the 

uncultivated mounds in the Melita Region). He dug between 25 
4 

and 30 mounds (see Table 1). His materials reside in the 

Royal Ontario Museum. 

At approximately the same time, there were several residents 

of the Melita Region who were looting the local mounds. Alfred 

Gould, David Elliot, Mr. MacKinnon, Mr. Creighton, and Archie 

Thompson apparently dug mounds before, with, and after Henry 
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Montgomery, but prior to W. B. Nickerson's work beginning in 

1912 (Capes 1963). At least some of the materials are now in 

the Manitoba Museum of Man and Nature. 

The work of W. B. Nickerson in 1912-15 was refreshingly 

different in that he brought with him a concern for systematic 

excavation and recording (Nickerson 1913, 1914a, 1914b). His 

techniques have been described as equivalent to that of any 

dirt archaeologist of the 1940s (Capes 1963: 2). He was sent 

by the National Museum of Canada to excavate mounds and village 

sites within one township in the Melita Region but he also 

spent time at other mounds. His manuscript has been edited, 

appended, and published (Capes 1963). The materials are in the 

National Museum, Ottawa. 

Unfortunately, neither Montgomery nor Nickerson were 

familiar with the Smithsonian's monumental work on mounds in 

which Powell and Thomas laid to rest the myth of a "race of 

mound-builders" by demonstrating that mounds were made by many 

Indians in the historic period. 

Montgomery (1908: 40) referred to the mound builders as 

pre-Siouxan and non-Algonquian while Nickerson (1914b) seemed 

to favour, at least implicitly, a Siouxan association. These 

identifications were based on intuition rather than ethnographic 

or ethnohistorical data. 

Archaeological work was non-existent for the remainder of 

the period and few data are available on the collecting or 

looting that may have taken place in the period 1915-4 0. 

Excavations during the Speculative Period tended to be by 

shovel or team and scraper in order to reach the artifacts in 

the central pits with great haste; W. B. Nickerson was the 

notable exception to this orientation. People were interested 

in making access to these items as easy and enjoyable as 

possible. When digging the McLeod Mound (#196) in 1885, Bell 

prepared the excavation for friends while he collected materials 

along the river bank. 


