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Abstract 

Archaeological operations at Batoche National Historic Park, 

Saskatchewan, focal point of the 1885 North-West Insurrection, 

began in July 1976. Initial goals consisted of researching 

settlement patterns throughout the prehistoric and historic 

period, assessing the presumed archaeological distinctiveness 

of a Métis community, and discovering socioeconomic differences 

within the village. A preliminary inventory of the archaeolo­

gical resources was accomplished through surface surveys and 

limited testing of prehistoric and historic sites. Emphasis 

was on determining the location and size of historic structures 

and obtaining representative artifact samples. During the 

winter a computerized system for recording, processing and 

analyzing site data was developed, and information pertinent 

to understanding the historic settlement pattern at Batoche 

was gathered. 
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Introduction 

Batoche National Historic Park lies within the forest/grass­

land transition zone of central Saskatchewan (Fig. 1). Vege­

tation was once dominated by timber stands of trembling aspen, 

balsam poplar and white birch interspersed with patches of 

prairie and meadow (Redman and Ripley 1976). Mule deer, red 

deer, white-tailed deer, pronghorn antelope and bison were 

among the larger mammals once common to the area. Bison were 

virtually extinct by the late 1880s (Roe 1970: map). 

Circa 1765, the Batoche area was intermittently occupied 

by Assiniboine and Crée who traded their furs to York Factory 

(Ray 1974: Fig. 9, 17; Jenness 1932; Meyer 1977). As the 

fur trade expanded inland numerous fur trading posts were 

established along the Saskatchewan rivers. In 1751, the first 

Fort a la Corne was built downstream from the forks of the 

North and South Saskatchewan rivers (Ray 1974: Fig. 18). 

Hudson House, built in 1779 on the North Saskatchewan, was the 

first Hudson's Bay Company post in the parkland. The North 

West Company constructed South Branch Houses I and II on the 

South Saskatchewan in 1786 and 1804, respectively. The South 

Branch Houses were no longer used in 1810, when the North West 

Company founded the first Fort Carlton (Fig. 2) (Smythe 1968). 

Metis from Red River and White Horse Plain began moving 

into the South Saskatchewan River area in the 18 60s (Payment 

1976: 6). The South Saskatchewan Metis population was further 

augmented following the 18 69 Red River rebellion. Metis were 

probably attracted to the area by the presence of bison, the 

opportunity to haul freight along the Carlton Trail and the 
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presence of other Metis. The Carlton Trail, which linked 

Fort Garry with Fort Edmonton, existed by 1865 (Figs. 2, 3, 

4). The settlement of Batoche began to develop in 1872 when 

Xavier Letendre (Batoche) established a general store, and 

permanent ferry, the latter connecting the Carlton Trail across 

the South Saskatchewan River. The St. Antoine de Padoue 

mission originated in 1881 although the rectory and church 

were not erected until 1883 and 1884. They are situated on 

an upper terrace southeast of the Batoche community nucleus 

(Payment 1976: 15) (Figure 3). 

In 1885 (Fig. 5), Batoche was home to about 250 people 

who were mainly involved in freighting and trapping. Land 

claims and numerous other social and economic problems became 

sources of contention against the Conservative government of 

John A. MacDonald. The Metis people turned to Louis Riel to 

act as their spokesman. However, little progress was made in 

this regard thus resulting in the Northwest Insurrection. In 

March of 1885, about 7,200 Canadian Militia and North West 

Mounted Police were called to quell the uprising of approxi­

mately 500 Metis. General Middleton arrived at Batoche on 

May 7th with some 700 Canadian Forces troops. He constructed 

a defensive encampment (zareba) on the upper terrace south­

east of the mission and laid seige to the village. The 

Metis, led by Gabriel Dumont, fought from several hundred 

strategically located rifle pits. By May 12th, however, 

Batoche was taken. Three days later Riel surrendered. 

The village commercial centre remained viable for a few 

years. Batoche1s store, the last of the 1885 buildings, was 

razed by fire in 1921. Batoche was declared a National 

Historic Site in 1925 at which time a cairn and plaque were 

erected. It became a National Historic Park in 1962 and as 

of 19 76 some 13 square kilometers came under the supervision 

of Parks Canada. 
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Objectives 

Four preliminary objectives governed operations at Batoche. 

These included studying the history of human occupation, 

determining reasons for changes in settlement patterns, 

attempting to archaeologically assess the possible distinc­

tiveness of a Métis village, and determining the degree of 

socioeconomic differentiation within Métis society at Batoche 

ca. 1885. 

To understand settlement pattern and economic changes at 

Batoche, causal factors coupled with precise control of the 

distribution and function of all sites within the park must 

be considered. For example, it may be recognized that the 

viability of Batoche declined coincidental with shifts in 

the transportation network. 

Attempts to assess the archaeological distinctiveness 

of Batoche Metis should prove difficult. Metis view them­

selves as distinct from Euro-Canadians and Indians and this 

may be manifest in their manner of interaction with the 

cultural and natural environment. The question of distinctive­

ness can be pursued through analysis of Metis material culture 

remains (its form, function and spatial relationships) which, 

when compared with other Metis and non-Metis sites, may in­

dicate statistically valid correlations. 

The extent to which socioeconomic differentiation occur­

red at Batoche during selected historic periods is a question 

that cannot be answered by archaeological remains alone. 

Consequently, historical data on the income, social standing 

and occupation of families must be researched. If, for 

example, historical records indicated that a family ranked 

high on the socioeconomic ladder, archaeologists could as­

certain what remains reflect that data. Extrapolations to 

other sites could then be made and tested. 
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The data required to pursue these ideas are pertinent 

to responsible park planning, development and interpretation. 

For example, the exact location and nature of standing and 

subsurface structures, wells, trails, rifle pits, privies, 

garbage pits, etc., must be determined to conceptualize 

what Batoche was like during selected periods. 

Method 

The 1976 field season was seven weeks long. In that time, 

twelve people conducted an archaeological survey of 13 square 

kilometers (five square miles) by walking transects to and 

from the river within the park boundaries. Dense vegetation 

growth and litter accumulation in poplar stands on the largely 

uncultivated section west of the river hindered effective 

surveying and resulted in recording only the more obvious 

features such as rifle pits. 

Prehistoric and historic sites which were subsequently 

located underwent test excavation following the survey. As 

many historic structures as possible were identified and 

isolated. Information about local construction techniques 

and the spatial relationships of buildings was obtained by 

undertaking a brief survey of standing historic buildings 

in the Batoche area. 

During the following winter, Valerie Hall and Neil Putt 

worked on the Batoche Project as research assistants. Hall 

was given responsibility for all historic artifacts. This 

necessitated researching the literature, determining signifi­

cant artifact attributes and assisting in developing a system 

for the computerized processing of artifacts. Given the time 

frame no analysis or completed artifact inventory was expected. 
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Her background work, however, was a necessary prelude to 

future material culture analysis. This included the 

definition of terms and the establishment of a reference 

collection. Hall's paper (Hall n.d.) outlines the basis 

for future analyses of historic artifacts at Batoche and, 

as well, provides specific data on the 1976 type collection. 

Putt was responsible for a preliminary historic settle­

ment pattern analysis of Batoche. This consisted of collect­

ing archaeological and historical information on trails, 

building locations and functions, property ownership, etc. 

and then relating the data to natural and socioeconomic 

variables such as vegetation, soil and fauna distributions, 

and changing transportation networks (road, highway, railroad). 

Putt's report (this volume) also looks at the distribution 

and characteristics of Metis and Canadian military features 

within the park perimeters. 

The present report assesses the prehistoric data and 

describes the historic structural remains. The former 

consist of a brief sketch of the prehistory of the South 

Saskatchewan parkland followed by a consideration of the 

prehistoric data recovered in 1976. A brief discussion of 

the lithics is presented. This analysis, however, was 

limited by the lack of a sufficiently representative sample. 

Preceding the description and assessment of the historic 

structures is a brief description of area structures. Some 

30 historic archaeological sites are briefly considered; 

accompanying figures indicate their locations. 

Data control, especially at historic sites with a high 

frequency of artifacts, is one of an archaeologist's more 

crucial tasks. Hence, a great amount of time and effort was 

concentrated on the development of a computerized system for 
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recording, processing and analyzing artifacts and proveniences. 

Minimum requirements were that data be rapidly and consistently 

input by nonarchaeologists in a field situation, and that 

output could be both statistically analysed and printer-

plotter mapped. A preliminary paper (Donahue and Hall 1977) 

indicating objectives and needs was submitted to the Computer 

Services Division of I.A.N.D. The result was a testable 

system developed for the 1977 field season. 
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Prehistory at Batoche 

The Saskatchewan Valley parkland was intermittently occupied 

from about 8500 B.C. (see Reeves 1970; Adams 1976; Wormington 

and Forbis 1965; Meyer 1977). Following Reeves (1970), as 

discussed in Adams (1976: 12-13), four prehistoric occupation 

periods probably occurred at Batoche. 

The earliest, the Northern Plains Early Prehistoric period 

(ca. 10,000-5,000 B.C.), was characterized by fluted and non-

fluted bifaces or "spear-points" such as Clovis, Folsom, 

Agate Basin, Cody, Eden-Scottsbluff, Lusk and Frederick (see 

Wormington and Forbis 1965). From the Early Middle Prehistoric 

(ca. 5500-1000 B.C.) to the Late Prehistoric (ca. A.D. 200-700 

to A.D. 1725) Northern Plains prehistory was sequentially 

evidenced by Mummy Cave, Oxbow, Mckean-Duncan-Hanna, Pelican 

Lake, Besant and the late side-notched point complexes or 

phases (see Willey and Phillips 1958 for definitions). Oxbow 

complex points and associated unifaces, bifaces, bone tools 

and perforators first occurred about 3500 B.C. and became 

widely distributed across the grassland of Manitoba, Saskatche­

wan and Alberta (Wettlaufer 1960). Aspects of the Mckean 

complex (Mckean-Duncan-Hanna), recently dated to between 3500 

B.C. and A.D. 1000 (Haug 1976), were frequently associated 

with Oxbow sites (Syms 1970). Elements of the Mckean complex 

included ovoid choppers and knives, scrapers, spokeshaves 

and retouched flakes, food grinding implements, gaming pieces, 

cordage, netting and basketry (Ives n.d.). The best known 

Mckean complex sites were from the plains, but sites also 

occurred in the southern boreal forest of Manitoba, Saskatchewan 
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and Alberta (Mayer-Oakes 197 0; Syms 1970; Forsman 1976; 

Donahue 1976; Meyer 1977). 

Characteristic of the early Late Middle Prehistoric 

period (ca. 1000 B.C.-A.D. 200-700) were Pelican Lake phase 

assemblages and the later, possibly unrelated, Besant phase 

sites, first dated ca. A.D. 1, Besant phase sites did not 

occur after ca. A.D. 750-800. Occasional instances of Besant-

like points have been found near Fort McMurray (Syncrude 1974-

2) and on the Birch Mountains in Alberta (Donahue 1976), how­

ever Besant sites were most common on the plains (Meyer 1977: 

92) . 

Ceramics, usually associated with plains Algonkian 

speakers, first appeared on the plains during the Avonlea 

phase. This early side-notched point phase, dated ca. A.D. 

200-800, is known for marking the presumed appearance of 

the bow and arrow. The Avonlea and Besant phases overlap 

however no direct evidence exists for ceramics being manu­

factured at Besant phase sites (Byrne 1973: 446-449). Ceramics 

were frequently recovered as far north as Southern Indian 

Lake in Manitoba and the Churchill drainage in Saskatchewan 

(Meyer and Smailes 1975); nevertheless, only small sherds 

were found at Black Lake, Saskatchewan (Minni 1975) and at 

Lac La Biche and Calling Lake in Alberta (Donahue 1976). The 

Old Women's phase (Forbis 1962) characterized by Prairie Side-

notched (ca. A.D. 1000-1300) projectile points succeeded the 

Avonlea phase. Small side-notched and triangular point forms 

continued into the historic period. 

197 6 Sample 

Sixty-nine prehistoric sites were isolated at Batoche (Table 1, 

Fig 6). Most occurred in sparsely vegetated areas, a distri-
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Table 1. Prehistoric sites, artifacts and lithic material 

types recorded in 1976. 

SITE 

21H2K 
21X7E 
21X8 
21HBA 
21K24 
21X27 
21N28 
21X35 
21X37A1 
21X49 
21N73A 
22K1 
23N1 
24H1 
25X1 
26X1 
27X1 
28N1 
29N1 
30N1 
30X2 
31X1 
32X1 
33X1 
34N1 
35X1 
36N1 
37X1 
38X1 
39X1 
40H1 
41X1 
41X2 
42N1 
43N1 
44X1 
45X1 
46X1 
46X2 
47X1 
48X1 
49X1 
50X1 
51X1 
52X1 
53X1 
54N1 
55N1 
56X1 
57X1 
58X1 
59X1 
60X1 
61X1 
62X1 
63X1 
64X1 
65X1 
66X1 
67X1 
68X1 
69X1 
70X1 
71X1 
72X1 
73X1 
74X1 
75X1 
76X1 
77X1 
78X1 
79X1 
80X1 

T o t e l 

P e r c e n t 

BIFACES 

M Q Qz C 

1 

1 

1 
1 
1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 
1 

3 

10 4 

1 .23 

UHIFACE 

K Q Q l C 

1 
1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

3 

4 5 

. 5 2 

CORE 
REHHAHTS 

H Q Q i C 

1 

1 
1 

1 
1 

1 
1 

1 
1 
1 
1 

1 

2 

1 
1 2 

4 

1 1 

1 
2 6 
1 1 1 

5 
1 

1 5 

1 
2 

1 

1 
1 

1 
1 

11 4 
7 

10 60 8 

7.09 

RETOUCHED 
FLAKES 

M Q Qe C 

1 

3 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 
1 

1 

3 4 5 

1.09 

HOX-RETOUCHED 
THIHX1HG FLAKES 

M q Qz C 

1 
1 1 

1 2 
1 

1 

3 
3 

2 
1 3 7 
3 1 3 

2 1 
1 3 

1 3 
2 

8 12 
4 1 

1 1 15 20 

1 

1 
9 

1 
1 

4 20 12 
32 3 

2 

3 
1 

1 6 
2 21 3 

20 4 
1 
6 
5 
1 
1 
3 
1 

1 
6 22 7 

3 
6 

49 4 
3 

7 2 
14 
57 

1 1 

11 
3 
2 2 

1 
1 
1 

1 
11 

2 
1 
1 

1 13 239 38 
5 24 1 

2 46 625 142 

74 .09 

X0X-RETOUCHED 
SHATTER FLAKES 

M Q Qz C 

7 12 

9 

2 
1 

1 12 3 

3 7 

1 

1 
1 

7 

1 9 

2 
9 

3 

1 

52 8 
4 

5 126 25 

1 4 . 1 8 

BIPOLAR 
CORES 

M Q Qi C 

1 

5 

1 5 

.55 

HAMHERST0NES 

M Q Qz C 

1 

1 

1 

2 
2 

4 2 1 

.64 

MISCELLAXEOUS 

H Q Qz C 

1 

1 

1 

3 

.27 

9 



10 

bution pattern that reflected the lack of testing in heavily 

vegetated areas. An Eden-Scottsbluff point dated ca. 5500 

B.C. was the earliest known artifact from Batoche. Artifacts 

recovered by survey included an Oxbow point base (2 2N1), 

a Hanna point (65N1) and a late Plains Side-notched point 

(41N1), three Late Plains triangular specimens (25N1), 37N1, 

52N1), an unidentifiable biface fragment (79N1A)(See Fig. 7) 

and two unifacially retouched fragments (29N1, 79N1H). Large, 

predominantly unifacially retouched tools were recovered at 

sites 51N1, 56N1, and 74N1. Bipolar fragments came from sites 

30N2, 59N1 and 79N1A. An obvious quartzite hammerstone (67N1B) 

was also recorded. 

A total of 1100 lithic artifacts were recovered by survey 

and excavation (Table 1). Only 4.1 percent were worked or 

finished items. The majority were core remnants or non-

retouched flakes. Lithic materials were assigned to four 

categories: chert, quartzite, quartz and miscellaneous. 

Quartzite was the predominant material type and chert was a 

distant second (Table 2). The only "exotic" material was a 

flake of Knife River flint. 

Miscellaneous 

Quartz 

Quartzite 

Chert 

Material Type 

Frequency 

12 

61 

833 

194 

1100 

Percent 

1.09 

5.55 

75.72 

17.64 

100.00 

Table 2. Artifact Lithic Material Type 

by Frequency and Percent. 
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To test the association between artifact types and lithic 

material used the null hypothesis, material type is independent 

of artifact type, was formulated and Chi-sguare tests applied 

to the data. Observed frequencies appear in Table 3. Expect­

ed frequencies (Table 4) were derived by multiplying material 

type percentages and observed artifact type frequencies. Given 

the range of artifact type frequencies (3 to 815) a high number 

of low expected frequencies was obtained (Table 4). This 

indicated that subsequent results needed to be interpreted 

with caution since they did not fit the Chi-square distribution. 

Bearing this in mind, the Chi-square figures at three degrees 

of freedom were presented in Table 4. 

Table 3. Observed Frequencies by Artifact Type 

and Lithic Material. 

Bifaces 

Unifaces 

Core Remnants 

Retouched Flakes 

Thinning Flakes 

Shatter Flakes 

Bipolar Cores 

Hammerstones 

Miscellaneous 

Total 

Metamorphic 

0 

0 

0 

3 

2 

0 

0 

4 

3 

12 

Quartz 

0 

0 

10 

0 

46 

5 

0 

0 

0 

61 

Quartzite 

10 

4 

60 

5 

625 

126 

1 

2 

0 

833 

Chert 

4 

5 

8 

4 

142 

25 

5 

1 

0 

194 

Total 

14 

9 

78 

12 

815 

156 

6 

7 

3 

1100 



Table 4. Expected frequencies by artifact type and lithic material with associated chi-square values. 

Observed Frequency ( ) 

Bifaces (14) 

Unifaces (9) 

Core Remnants (78) 

Retouched flakes (12) 

Thinning flakes (815) 

Shatter flakes (156) 

Bipolar Cores (6) 

Hammerstones (7) 

Miscellaneous (3) 

Total (1100) 

Exi 

M 

.15 

.10 

.85 

.13 

8.88 

1.70 

.07 

.08 

.03 

11.99 

)ected Be 

Q 

.77 

.50 

4.33 

.67 

45.23 

8.66 

.33 

.39 

.17 

61.05 

ised on Ld 

Qz 

10.60 

6.82 

59.06 

9.09 

617.12 

118.12 

4.54 

5.30 

2.27 

832.92 

_thic Perc 

C 

2.47 

1.59 

13.76 

2.12 

143.77 

27.52 

1.06 

1.24 

.53 

194.06 

ents 

Total 

13.99 

9.01 

78.00 

12.01 

815.00 

156.00 

6.00 

7.01 

3.00 

1100.02 

X Value 

1.85 

8.77 

10.77 

67.54 

17.81 

194.57 

297.00 

T _ _ "t £. C J ,. J! C ' 

Level of Significance 
at 3 d.f. 

not sig. 

sig. at 5% level 

sig. at 1% level 

sig. at .1% level 

sig. at .1% 

sig. at .1% 

sig. at .1% 

H 

M = Metamorphic Q = Quartz Qz = Quartzite C = Chert 
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From an inspection of Table 4 it appears that selectivity 

in artifact manufacture and sampling bias may have been pre­

sent. The Chi-square value for bipolar cores was significant 

because of the higher than expected observed frequency of 

chert and low observed frequency of quartzite. The bipolar 

core distribution may be accounted for by the observation that 

local cherts were smaller than quartzites and the bipolar 

technique was best for working small lithic nodules. The 

high observed frequency of quartz core remnants was skewed 

because of the low percentage of quartz and the fact that 

some 'cores' may have been naturally fractured. Hammerstones 

and miscellaneous artifacts (two questionable chi-thos and an 

unidentifiable piece of slate) appeared skewed because of the 

high observed frequency of miscellaneous lithic material. 

Summary 

A long but sparsely represented prehistoric occupation was 

evidenced at Batoche. The absence of certain period sites 

(for example, Pelican Lake and Besant) was likely due to 

sampling since they occur elsewhere in the parkland ecozone 

(see Meyer 1977). No ground stone was recorded although its 

absence is not disturbing since it is a frequent constituent 

of other plains or boreal forest prehistoric assemblages 

(Kehoe 1973; Meyer and Smailes 1975). The lack of ceramics 

was striking since Batoche falls within the known distri­

bution area. Once again, an inadequate area sample was the 

most likely explanation. The Knife River flint artifact 

(30N1) was probably the result of trade. 

Systematic sampling in future field seasons should pro­

duce a more valid data set and provide the basis for extra­

polating probabilistic and testable statements regarding land 

use patterns at Batoche. 


