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Foreword

This volume consists of two research reports, both dealing
with Riel House. The first paper is a report by Mike
Forsman that details his archaeological fieldwork conducted
in 1976. This investigation was based on the then current
historical research and site development plans.

Subsequent to this initial work additional historical
research revealed new information that was thought to change
some of the original interpretations. The second study was
undertaken in an attempt to extract additional information
from the data to allow verification or rejection of the new
information.

The Forsman report has been left essentially as originally
submitted as has the original historical work. This includes
the artifact inventories found in Appendices A, B and C.

The second study deals only with the material culture from

specific proveniences relative to the new historical data.

J. D. Combes, Chief
Archaeological Research

Prairie Region
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Abstract

In the summer of 1976 an archaeological investigation was
carried out at Riel House National Historic Site, Winnipeg,
Manitoba; by Parks Canada. The purpose of this project was

to recover artifact and structural data providing background
to the family life of Louis Riel as well as answering specific
site development questions. The excavations yielded details
of construction methods for a series of buildings dating from
1835. Interpretation of the structures is based on the analysis
of associated artifacts. A description of several other minor
features and information on associated artifacts is also pre-
sented.



Introduction

The rationale for the Riel House archaeology project can be
traced to its designation as a National Historic Site in 1969.
The location is in the St. Vital district of Winnipeg and
supports the only existing structure related to the family life
of Louis Riel in Manitoba (Fig. 1). This building was the
third family residence and was the home he returned to in 1868
following his education in Montreal. The property was then
owned by Julie de Lagimodiere, Riel's widowed mother, and
occupied by seven other members of the family. Louis Riel
resided at this house until the capture of Upper Fort Garry
and formation of the Provisional Government in 1869 (Gosman 1975).
Preliminary plans for the development of the site have been
formulated and the archaeological study was accordingly carried
out in 1976. The project was a single season endeavour encom-
passing developmental and research problems. The demand aspects
of the program were defined by the need for visitor related
facilities including a parking area and interpretation center
(Fig. 2). Archaeological testing of the site was aided by
the limited size of the property and prior knowledge of the
projected disturbance. The main area of importance was in
the immediate vicinity of Riel House which would be disrupted
by the construction of an underground visitor reception center.
Other locations involved a parking lot in the southeast quadrant
of the property and the intermediate area affected by an access
tunnel connecting the two components. The most important of
the planning issues was to determine if Riel House still stands
in the location of original construction. Other questions
included determining the characteristics of an annex in relation
to the main building and resolving the historical problem
of whether or not the Riel family was representative of the

Metis community.
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The format of the report is organized according to a
temporal framework which focuses on the major structural remains
and cultural deposits of the nineteenth century. This time
period is justifiably emphasized because it relates to the
early history of the site and Metis farm life in the Red River
community. The initial phase of Riel family occupation occurred
within this context and is extremely important because it is
the only period which can be closely related to the life of
Louis Riel. Consequently, the clearly identifiable features
and materials resulting from nineteenth century occupation
and activity are presented in the section "Riel House and
Metis Life in Red River". Extensive artifact descriptions
do not appear in the text since the large quantity of items
would disrupt continuity. However, the material culture does
form the basis for interpretations of this critical period
and a more complete inventory is presented for the three
major cellar deposits at the end of the report, in appendix
form. Minor and later features are discussed in the section

on "Other Features".



Historical Background

The Metis people came into being as a direct result of the
fur trade. They were of mixed European and Indian heritage
although the term was applied most frequently to those of
French and Indian descent especially, whatever the relative
proportions of genetic contribution. Many of these people
settled in the Red River area where they had access to
employment either in fur trade ventures or the bison hunt
and pemmican trade. Settlement was accelerated by the amal-
gamation of the North West and Hudson's Bay companies in
1821 and the subsequent closures of many fur trade posts.
During this period - the 1820s - the Metis seem to have deve-
loped their cultural identify. As an artistic expression,
for example, they developed a naturalistic variety of floral
art decoration commonly applied to clothing and trappings
(Brasser 1976: 55, 56). A lifestyle of casual farming coupled
with an almost ritualized buffalo hunt was another character-
istic. Tied to the hunt were a set of economic behavior
patterns and social attitudes which carried over to intervals
between the hunts. During the 1830s this semi-sedentary
existence attained a level of stability which has been
referred to as the "golden decade" (Pannekoek 1976: 83).
Population pressures and limited employment opportunities
precipitated a situation in the Red River community that was
to have tremendous impact on the Metis. This occurrence was
expressed in terms of two distinct cultural phenomena that
may prove to be related. The first event concerns a rising
population density which reached crisis proportions in 1843,
followed by a "...break-up of the mixed-blood extended family"
(Pannekoek 1976: 86). Many of the sons who left home did so



...to hunt the plains, to work for the Company, to trade,

or to farm in the newer districts along the Red River"
(Pannekoek 1976: 87). Some individuals entered into the illicit
fur trade and the resulting competition eventually led to

de facto breaking of the Hudson's Bay monopoly in 1849

(Gosman 1977: 15).

Many Metis were active in the development of economic
changes and several attained positions of political importance.
Some of the people became wealthy and respected leaders.
Robert Gosman (1977) has recently formulated the hypothesis
suggesting that two distinct classes of Metis began to develop
during this time period. This was the second cultural modi-
fication to affect the Metis. One of these groups centered
upon St. Boniface, with an emphasis on farming-merchandising
activities and a set of social and material values associated
with the Roman Catholic church, education and local politics.
The other class was more dispersed and rural, and continued
to focus on the buffalo hunt as a primary economic and cultural
event. Yet both groups were regarded by themselves and others
as Metis. Against this background of cultural and economic
change can be documented the Riel House site occupations.

The property on which Riel House stands was first owned
and occupied by Pierre Parenteau in 1835. A census states
the family consisted of husband, wife and five children. A
house and stable were present and five acres were under culti-
vation. In 1843 his farm was sixth in order of size among
St. Boniface farmers. By 1849 he had six Red River carts
which was fourth in terms of ownership among the St. Boniface
Metis. The farm was sold in 1849 to Francois Gendron who
was a 40 year old native of Rupertsland with a wife and four
children. This family owned a house, stable and barn which
probably were built by the previous occupants. They also had
some livestock and cultivated eight acres.

In 1864 the property was sold to Julie de Lagimodiere,
widow of Jean-Louis Riel. This family reflected a slightly

different lifestyle from that of the previous occupants.



Jean-Louis, father of Louis Riel, was an educated man who
married a daughter of an affluent Metis family. He actively
engaged in the social, political and industrial life of

St. Boniface. Although Jean-Louis farmed on a mcderate scale
and had some livestock his main ambition focused on milling
operations. It was this industrial enterprise that got him

into a debt which was still being charged against his estate

in 1868. Jean-Louis Riel, in the words of Bob Gosman (1977: 97),
"...had definitely been a Canadien in outlook and temperament.
His children had received good educations and had married into
prominent and wealthy familities. His friends and associates
were among the leading members of the community." The family
which came to the site consisted of a window and seven children.
Two other offspring, Louis and Sara, were away from home receiv-
ing further education. The children present on the farm ranged
from one to 14 years old and were too young or inexperienced

to participate fully in a farming endeavour. The farm gradually
became a viable economic unit and as the family matured some
individuals married and left while still others moved in.

The historical documentation indicates significant
differences in family size, age and composition, and distinc-
tions of economic level between families occupying the site.
This is particularly evident for the Parenteau and Riel periods
of habitation. Yet each of the families living on the site was
a part of the developing St. Boniface core of farmers, merchants
and industrialists. The archaeological data can next be correl-

ated against this brief historical sketch.



Riel House and Metis Life in Red River

The excavations at Riel House extended over approximately 560
square meters (Figure 3). All areas of projected development
were surveyed archaeologically. The dominant observation was
that most of the site had been extensively cultivated through
more than a century of farming activity. Only the area around
Riel House showed high potential regarding early historic
features and density of artifact deposition.

The ruins of three early historic buildings were unearthed
on the site (Fig. 4). Two of these structures dated from the
earliest habitation of the property while the third was an
annex to Riel House itself. Each of the areas contained wooden
foundation elements, a cellar depression and associated
artifacts. This information represented an almost continuous

occupation dating from 1835 to 1969.

Structure 1

Building Remains

The remains of this structure were contained in broad excavation
units near the southwest corner of Riel House (Fig. 5). The
foundation remains were fragmentary but, taken in association
with a cellar depression and diagnostic artifacts, it was
possible to outline the small building.

The foundation included the vestiges of a log of the west
wall and four wood shims. The outline formed by these elements
suggested a rectangular ground plan with a dimension of 5.0 m
east/west by 4.0 m north/south.

Two shims supporting the log were perpendicular to the

orientation of the foundation and had been squared in cross-
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section. The larger shim was 42 cm long x 22 cm wide X 5 cm
thick. It was sawn square on the western end but was pointed
at the opposite end. Cut marks at this location exhibited
the smooth angular characteristics of a driven wedge or axe
chop. The smaller shim measured 40 cm long x 1l cm wide x

3 cm thick, but was very fragmentary at both ends.

The only other wood remains associated with the structure
consisted of two shims situated near the northwest and southeast
corners of the building. They were similar in size and form
to those occurring under the log and lacked associated ‘hardware.
All of the shims rested in slight depressions on an undisturbed
soil horizon.

Only the south half of the log foundation of the west wall
was intact. This timber was squared in cross-section with a
width of 20 cm and thickness of 9 cm. The southern end of
this member had been sawn roughly square. There was no evidence
of overlapping, notching or mortising details. These character-
istics, however, might not have been visible due to the advanced
state of decay. No hardware was attached to the log although
it directly overlay two wooden shims.

Approximately one-half of the cellar depression in this
structure had been destroyed by the recent construction of a
concrete foundation under Riel House (Fig. 6). This disruption
post dates the Winnipeg flood of 1950 and includes a builder's
trench, cement block footing and a concrete foundation (Fig. 7).
The corner footing was the single most disruptive element because
it extended below the bottom of the cellar.

The cellar existed as an earth walled dugout with sides
sloping in towards the bottom. The basic form was rectanguloid
in plan view with a dimension of 2.4 m east/west x 1.4 m north/
south, measured near the surface. The floor was irregularly
flat and registered a depth of 0.95 m below the underside of
the base log. Soil deposition within this feature was character-
ized by a few major stratigraphic layers with several smaller

lenses and thin bands.
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