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ABSTRACT 

The excavations conducted on the site of Fort St. James, 

British Columbia during the summer of 1971 consisted of 

the uncovering of the foundations of the warehouse, the fish 

cache and the clerk's quarters. Also uncovered were the 

locations of several fence lines and boardwalks as well as 

sixteen feet of the small tramway that led from the west end 

of the warehouse out into the lake. The major excavations of 

the summer were those concerned with the uncovering of the 

interpreter's house and the trade store that burned in 1919. 

The structures all dated from the period 1884-95. 
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historical research he is doing on Fort St. James. His 

research is as yet incomplete, and, consequently, his work has 
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documented account of the history of Fort St. James will be 

forthcoming. The historical material cited in this report 
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INTRODUCTION 

During the months of June through September, 1971, 

archaeological excavations were conducted at the National 

Historic Site of Fort St. James, British Columbia. This 

Hudson's Bay Company post is being researched for development 

as a National Historic Park and structural evidence concerning 

its buildings and features both extant and missing is being 

sought. This report is a preliminary discussion of the work 

which was done in 1971 and an outline of the activities 

projected for 1972. 

The archaeological excavations during 1971 included the 

excavation of the tramway which led from the fur warehouse 

down the lake shore to the wharf, the foundations of the fur 

warehouse, the foundations of the fish cache, intermediate 

fences and boardwalks, the interpreter's house, partial 

excavation of the trade store, and partial excavation of the 

parade area of the compound. Related activities included 

soil testing of the general vicinity of the site, a botanical 

study of the same vicinity, a dendrochronological sampling 

of Douglas fir around the mouth of Stuart Lake and a site 

survey of other North West and Hudson's Bay Company posts 

in the New Caledonia district. The purpose of the 

excavations was primarily for site development. The other 
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activities were conducted so that the site might be 

interpreted on a broad base, placing it within the social, 

economic and cultural context of New Caledonia and the 

fur trade. 
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THE SITE 

Physical Description 

The site of Fort St. James is located within the town limits 

of the town of Fort St. James, British Columbia, on what 

were the city lots 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 and lots A, B, C, D, and 

E. The approximate position of the site is 56 26' N, and 

124 15' W; and the approximate distance of the post from 

the mouth of Stuart Lake is one mile (Fig. 1). The elevation 

of site above mean sea level is 2274.0 ft. and its elevation 

above mean water level of Stuart Lake is 37 ft. 

The climate of this area is characterized by mild 

summers and severe winters. During the summer months the 

temperature may reach a maximum of 90-100 F on individual 

days and as low as 60 F below zero during the winter. Summer 

frosts are not uncommon and the average precipitation is 

15.61 in., one-third to one-half of which falls as rain. The 

driest part of the year is in the months of August and 

September and at this time the lake level is at its lowest 

before freeze up. 

The fort St. James area belongs to the Interior 

Physiologic System of the Canadian Cordillera which is 

typified by dissected plateaus and scattered mountain 

ranges. The region was heavily glaciated during the 
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Pleistocene era and the sites of the post and the town are 

located on deep lacustrine deposits of a glacial lake bed of 

alternating layers of silty clays and fine to coarse sands. 

These deposits extend to a depth of 100 feet or more (Farstad 

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

site are composed of limestone with minor amounts of shale, 

gneiss and argillite. 

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. Because of the alterations by man to natural 

drainage systems, the surficial pH of the soil has increased 

from 5.6 which is typical of the Grey Wooded group to 

7.0-8.0. This pH increase has also been affected by the 

area's source of ground water which is mostly run-off from 

the massive limestone hills behind the site. 

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 has been for 

a considerable time, it is postulated that the vegetational 

coverage was white spruce (Picea glauca). 

The results of the above factors in terms of agricultural 
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potential are that the growing season is long enough and the 

soil is rich and wet enough for crops, but that 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 Norris, 1972. 

Post Occupation of the Site 

The key date regarding the functioning of the post as an 

active trading center was 1947. At about this time the 

retail operations were removed from the trade store to a 

new site on the highway coming into Fort St. James. The 

Hudson's Bay Company continued to use the warehouse for 

storage until 1953 when that building was put in the care of 

the local Fort St. James Historical Society. Later in 1964 

the fish cache and men's house were also turned over to that 

group. Up until that time the men's house had been rented 

out to various private parties by the Hudson's Bay Company. 

Also in 1947 the main dwelling place was leased to 

Mr. Don Vinnedge who later bought the house in 1953. He in 

turn sold the house to Mr. Walter Wraight who was the 

resident at the time to purchase by the Provincial Government 

of British Columbia. 

During the 1940s and 50s the Hudson's Bay Company had 

its property subdivided and began to sell lots for housing. 
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One such house was constructed to the southeast of the 

trade store site and the occupant at least once had the 

ground around the house and buildings plowed in order to 

remove the fire hazard presented by the dried grass on the 

site. Other residents in the area removed foundation stones 

from the site of the interpreter's house and the trade store. 

In the 1960s the federal government of Canada acquired the 

land on which the warehouse, fish cache and men's house 

stand along with a section of land that extended from 

Fort Avenue to the water line of Stuart Lake. 

His tory 

The New Caledonia fur district as it was later defined, 

encompassed a vast area of almost 90,000 square miles 

bounded on the east by the Rocky Mountains through which 

there was access at only two points, Pine Pass and Tête 

Jaune Cache Pass. To the west lay the Coast Mountains 

through which access was restricted to the valley of the 

Skeena River which was un-navigable during many parts of the 

year. Entrance into the district from the north was imprac­

tical and from the south was limited to the Fraser River which 

presented formidable obstacles in the form of impassable 

rapids, forcing much of the journey into difficult overland 

routes. For the same reasons the area was relatively 

isolated during the pre-contact period, although prior to the 

coming of the white traders, the Indians of the Bulkley and 
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Skeena River valleys and the Bear Lake region did have 

contact with Tsimshian traders from the Coast. (Jenness 

1943: 478-82), and the Chilcotin Indians and Lower Carrier 

conducted an active trade with Salish speaking Indians to 

the south and west (Goldman 1941: 396). 

Simon Fraser first moved into that what would become 

New Caledonia in 1805 after establishing a post on McLeod 

Lake as part of the North West Company's expansion west of 

the Rockies and its search for an outlet on the Pacific 

Coast. Posts followed at Stuart Lake in 1806 (Fort St. 

James), and later, at Fraser Lake (Fort Fraser) and at the 

confluence of the Nechako and Fraser Rivers (Fort George); 

stepping stones on Fraser's journey to the Pacific. Fraser 

returned from his journey a disappointed man, having failed 

to find a suitable route to the Pacific, but the posts he 

had established continued to conduct a successful trade 

supervised by John Stuart and for a short time, Daniel Harmon. 

Under their direction, Stuart Lake post, later called 

Fort St. James, was established as the headquarters for the 

surrounding district and the foundations were laid for the 

conduct of trade throughout the 19th century. 

The remoteness of the district and the small size of 

the contingent of traders rendered necessary a tight control 

of the outlying posts by the centrally located administrative 

centre, Fort St. James. And the local authority maintained a 

great deal of autonomy in relation to the outside world for 



outside contact was restricted to the annual brigade. When 

the district was first opened, furs were carried each year 

to Fort William and exchanged for trading goods. One of the 

most significant developments during the North West Company's 

period was the linking in 1813 of the district for the 

purposes of supply with the Columbia River. With the 

exception of a short period after 1821, when Simpson ordered 

the use of York Factory as the depot, this southerly 

direction would be the orientation of New Caledonia 

throughout the century. Each spring the brigade left 

Fort St. James with furs, travelled by canoe (later boats) to 

Alexandria where a change was made to horses to travel to 

Lake Okanagan where boats could again be used for navigation. 

This continued until 1848 when the brigade terminus was 

changed to the lower Fraser River. 

Within the district an internal system of communications 

was developed whereby all goods coming into the district or 

leaving it were channelled through Fort St. James. It was at 

this location that the brigades heading south originated and 

to which they returned. The bulk of the annual food supply 

in the form of salmon was caught at Stuart, Fraser and Babine 

Lakes, smoked, and taken to the Stuart Lake post where it was 

then redistributed to the other posts in the district according 

to their needs. Rations of dried salmon for the men and dogs 

at Fort St. James alone consisted of 30,000 to 40,000 fish 

annually and the needs of the district as a whole were 
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considerable. The fish were caught by the Indians and traded 

to the company for goods. As the severity of the winter 

increased and food began to run short these same fish were 

sometimes traded back to the native population against their 

annual trappings, further stimulating the trade. 

The years under the North West Company formed the basis 

for the period of expansion and consolidation which followed 

the merger of the North West Company with the Hudson's Bay 

Company. From 1821 the company enjoyed a period of monopolistic 

trading which remained uncontested until after 1860. An 

additional post was established in the northern part of the 

district at Bear Lake (Fort Connelly) and in the south a post 

was established at Alexandria and another on the Chilcotin 

River in an attempt to forestall Indian traders who were 

siphoning off trade to the coast. The trade settled into a 

fixed pattern interrupted only briefly, if tragically, by 

the breakdowns in trader-Indian relationships such as the 

murder of the company servants at Fort George in 1823; by 

the occasional failure of the annual salmon run which threw 

both Indian and trader into desperate straits; or by the 

measles epidemic which swept through the Indian tribes in 

1848-9. In normal years the district could be counted on for 

well over 100 packs of furs (beaver and marten primarily) 

allowing a rest for the trapped out areas of competition 

east of the mountains. 

This pattern was disrupted after 1860 when settlement and 
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mining on the lower Fraser brought improved lines of 

communication and broke down the wilderness buffer which 

had previously kept New Caledonia in relative isolation. 

Miners passing through Fort St. James on their way to 

Omineca (1868-71) and Cassier (1870s) gold fields to the 

north and traders operating out of Quesnel, the new 

commercial centre of the Cariboo district, offered an alternative 

to the Hudson's Bay Company and increased thé trend towards a 

cash economy. The introduction of new consumers and improved 

lines of communication also brought an increased importation 

of outside foodstuffs, hastening the breakdown of traditional 

subsistence patterns. In conjunction with the opening of the 

country came the missionaries. Father Modeste Demers had 

first visited Stuart Lake in 1842 when he travelled to New 

Caledonia with the fur trade brigade under Peter Skene Ogden. 

After a short mission of three days among the Stuart Lake 

Indians he returned to Alexandria where he establsihed a 

permanent mission. After two brief visits by Father John 

Nobili S.J. in 1845 and 1846-7, Fort St. James languished for 

20 years until a visit by Bishop D'Herbomez marked a new 

interest in New Caledonia. Finally in 1873, after a series of 

annual visits, a permanent mission was established among the 

northern Carriers and for the first time the Hudson's Bay 

Company was faced at Stuart Lake with a permanently entrenched 

rival for the loyalties of these Indians. 

In spite of these changing circumstances the Hudson's Bay 
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Company continued to operate from the same posts as it had 

done previously: Fort St. James, Fort Fraser, Fort Babine, 

Fort George, Fort McLeod and Fort Connelly. The post at 

Alexandria, however, was moved to Quesnel and became a part 

of the district formed to take advantage of the retail trade 

in the Cariboo mining area, and the fort at the forks of the 

Chilcotin River had been closed because of the hostility of 

the local Indians. 

The detachment of Quesnel from New Caledonia was the 

opening move in a trend on the part of the Hudson's Bay 

Company to withdraw in the face of new concerns advancing 

up the Fraser River valley. Competition continued throughout 

the period after 1870, although perhaps not with the same 

intensity as it had during the 1860s. It penetrated through­

out New Caledonia and even beyond into the Hudson's Bay 

Company's perserves east of the mountains. The posts of 

New Caledonia were looked upon by the Company as a buffer to 

protect these areas and temporary posts and trading parties 

were dispatched to thwart the efforts of the free traders who 

were infiltrating the district. Small posts were established 

at Stony Creek, Fort Grahame, and Giscome Portage for just 

this purpose, but the pressure proved to be too great and 

caused a further withdrawal in the 1890s. In the face of 

competition and declining returns drastic cutbacks in personnel 

and posts were effected. A foretaste came in the early 1880s 

when a number of the posts were temporarily closed. In the 
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1890s Babine Lake post was transferred to the jurisdiction of 

the Hazelton-Port Simpson district, a reflection also of a 

gradual earlier shift in the line of supply from the Fraser 

River to the Skeena River. Fort George was placed in the 

Cariboo district and Fort Connelly on Bear Lake was permanently 

closed. 

This trend continued into the 20th century when the 

settlement in the southern part of the district, the survey 

and building of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway and the 

general development of the country brought further retreat. 

Fort Fraser was closed as was Fort George, and in the years 

after 1918 the Company's operations at Fort St. James began 

to emphasize retail sales over fur trading. Its present-day 

outlet is indistinguishable from the other retai1 stores that 

repidly moved into Fort St. James after the coming of the 

Pacific Great Eastern Railroad. This railroad has opened up 

the northern country to exploitation by mining and lumber 

concerns and currently, the town is undergoing a considerable 

boom. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Rationale 

It has been the intention of the National Historic Sites 

Services to interpret Fort St. James as it existed in the 

1890s, because the buildings currently standing on the site 

date from 1884-1890. To satisfy any structural questions 

which might arise from this course of action the following 

excavations were planned for the 1971 field season. 

Strategy 

1. Search for the fences that surrounded the post and divided 

up its work areas and gardens; location of the false 

palisade that was erected in 1928 for the centennial 

celebration so that it will not be confused with the 

earlier fences; and location, if possible, of the 

boardwalks that connected the various buildings of the 

post. 

2. Location of the tramline that ran from wareshouse out 

into the lake and was used for hauling supplies brought 

in by sloop up the steep lake shore. 

3. Location of the two trade stores that stood in the 

center of the post. The first of these was built in 
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1884 and was destroyed by fire in 1919. On approximately 

the same location, but with a different orientation 

another store was built. This one was altered on 

several occasions and finally removed in the late 1940s. 

4. Excavation of the small interpreter's house which was 

destroyed by fire in 1935. 

5. Location and excavation of the forge and carpenter's 

workshop that was located to the north of the fort. 

The bellows for the forge are still in the fur ware­

house . 

6. Location and excavation of the several privies and 

barns that were scattered about the periphery of the 

fort. Because of the high phosphorus content of 

deposits of this type, phosphate soil testing should 

provide their locations. These tests will not only 

lessen exploratory trenching, but will provide data on 

the phosphorus content of the soil. 

7. Location and excavation of the harness and sled shed, 

or, as it was later called, the Grahame garage. This 

structure was believed to have originally been built 

in the late 1840s by Donald Manson and might provide a 

definite orientation for that earlier post. It has 

also been reported to have held large quantities of HBC 

trade tokens and tickets that were destroyed or disposed 

of in the 1920s. 

8. Location of the site of the flagstaff erected in 1889. 
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The location of this feature will also provide data 

on the entrance to the fort, because it was erected in 

the centre of the road up from the lake. 

9. Location and excavation of the small storage building 

and ice house erected by W.D. Fraser in the 1920s. 

This building stood between the warehouse and the fish 

cache and was not believed to have had a cellar. 

10. During the progress of the above-mentioned excavations 

attention would also be directed toward detecting 

evidence of the earlier HBC posts that may or may not 

have been on the same site. 

During the course of the 1971 field season not all of these 

objectives were satisfied, giving rise to the need for a 

second field season. 

To implement these excavations the following excavational 

techniques were employed: 

Technique 

An imaginary point of origin was established and at a point 

1100 ft. north, 1300 ft. east of that station a secondary 

station was established (Fig. 2). This station consisted of 

a steel pin with a cross in the top and set in concrete. 

From this point a grid system was laid down over the entire 

area to be excavated based on 10 ft. intervals. The base line 

of this grid system was oriented 14 30' west of magnetic 

north or 41 24' west of true north. This line approximated 
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the north-south orientation of the post. 

Grid System 

One in. by two in. by 18 in. wooden grade stakes, whose 

longitudinal axes were oriented paralled to the east-west 

line of the grid system, were used to delineate the 10 ft. 

grid intervals. All measurements in any 10 ft. square were 

made from the southeast corner of that square and 

from the southeast corner of the particular stake that 

located that point in the grid system. 

Vertical Control 

Vertical control in the site was maintained by the use of a 

transit whose station was centrally located and permanently 

established. The height of the instrument was constant 

at 4.8 ft. above the ground surface or 2280.0 *• 0.15 ft. 

above sea level. The error of — 0.15 ft. was constant. In 

circumstances where direct line of sight was obstructed, 

temporary stations were established for obtaining particular 

elevations. 

Units 

All elevations were taken with a leveling rod and were read 

to the nearest 0.05 ft. All distances were taped with either 

a cloth or steel tape and units for horizontal distances were 
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noted 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 14 30' west of magnetic north. The 

scale employed for sketches and drawings was generally 1 in.= 

2 ft. unless indicated otherwise. The drawing of trench 

floors and features, etc, was aided by the use of steel 5 ft. 

by 5 ft. frame which was cross-sectioned by steel wires placed 

at 1.0 ft. intervals. This frame was leveled with two line 

levels attached to the frame and placed on perpendicular axes. 

Photography 

Black-and-white photography was accomplished with the use of 

a 35 mm. Pentax camera body using 28 mm. or 35 mm. Takumar 

lenses. Color photography was accomplished with a 35 mm. 

Mamiya Sekor 528 TL camera with a telephoto and wide angle 

lens kit. The scale used in the 35 mm. black and white 

photographs was either a standard leveling rod or a 1.0 ft. 

arrow which was divided into inches. 

Artifact Collection 

Artifacts from all areas excavated were kept, but on a 

differential basis. Sub-operations entailing explorations 


