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{INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this report is to describe the archeologi-
cal remains found during the excavation of the Northwest Com—
pany's Post at Grand Portage, Minnesota by the Minnesota His-
torical Society in 1936~1937. These excavations were sponsored
by the U. S. Indian Service as a Civilian conservation Corps
project for the purpose of providing work for local residents.
Historical values were incidental, and funds were not provided
for a full scale interpretation of these archeological excava-
tions. A brief report was made on the 1936-37 excavations by
Ralph D. Brown, who had supervised them, but his report was
preliminary in nature and is not sufficient for present day
interpretative needs. Brown's report is superseded by the pre-
sent paper.

In the present report, the site is described, archeologi-
cal field work summarized, structural remains described, and
an analysis of the artifacts recovered is presented. A narra-
tive form of presentation is used and conclusions are drawn

vhen the data were adequate for this purpose. Throughout the
present report, efforts were made to provide as complete an in-

terpretation as possible. || Obviously, all available information

is highly important in terms of the planned reconstruction of

the palisades in the near future, and other contemplated



developmgnt of this unique historic site by the National Park
Service.

buring the preparation of this report, there have been
many problems. The chief problem has been the incomplete nature
of the available data. Some excavation notes are incomplete
or missing, and the artifacts were in a disorderly condition.
It was necessary to prepare an elaborate series of maps to in-
terpret the variety of excavation controls used and the numer—
ous excavations made during the two field seasons at the site.

Grand Portage was well known in its day, but there are
no adequate written descriptions of it at hand today. No con-
temporary maps or illustrations of the site are available.
Therefore, all possible archeological evidence becomes vital
for interpretative purposes. Obviously, almost the full bur-
den of interpretation of the structures at the site will fall
upon archeology.'l

There remain many unexcavated areas within the stock-
ade enclosure and there is also the possibility of re-excavat-
ing some structural sites to provide fuller data for a more
complete interpretation of theﬁ, aé well as-the complex "east
gate area".

Funds for the preparation of this report were provided

by the National Park Service under NPS Purchase orders 32~NPS-436
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(May 11, 1962), and 32-NPS-430 (March 11, 1963).

THE SITE DESCRIBED

Iocation and Topography

The community of Grand Portage is located in Section 4,
Township 63 North, Range 6 East, Cook County, extreme north-
eastern Minnesota. The Northwest Company fur post is located
in the Southwest 1/4 of Section 4, T. 63 N., R. 6 E., a few
hundred yards to the south of the village of Grand Portage.

In geographical terms, Grand Portage is situated in the
western portion of Grand Portage Bay which is one of the fin-
est natural harbors on the northern shore of Lake Superior.

The eastern portion of the bay is enclosed by Hat Point, a
prominent elevated peninsula which juts out into Lake Superior.
The western border of the bay is formed by Raspberry or Tamar-
ack Point which rises only about 20 feet above the lake. In
the center of the bay, aﬁout midway between these two points

of land, is Grand Portage Island. It is approximately 1/2 mile
in length and 705 feet in elevation or about 100 feet above
lake level. The arms of the bay and Grand,Portage Island act
as buffers to prevent high waves from sweeping into shore.

Thus the bay is quite sheltered and not much subject to severe
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wave damage. The bay is approximately 1 3/4 miles across at
its widest point, and more than a mile in depth. (Map 1sg) .

The Northwest Company post is situated in the western
portion of the bay. The shoreline in front of the post is steep
and rocky and about 5 feet above the lake level. It is on the
western bank of Grand Portage Creek, at its mouth, and at the
foot of Mount Rose, a local landmark which rises to a height
of about 920 feet above sea level, or about 318 feet above the
mean elevation of Lake Superior which is 602 feet above sea
level. The post's enclosure has an elevation of 608 feet in
its southeastern corner and slopes gradually upward toward
Mount Rose to an elevation of 626 feet in its northwestern cor-
ner. The bulk of the stockade enclosure lies between eleva-
tions of 610f620 feet. A relatively prominent glacial beach
runs east-west through the central portion of the southern sec-
tion of the enclosure. The Great Hall is on this contour which
has an elevation of 614 feet. (Map 1b).

Thus, the ground surface slopes upward gently from Lake
Superior toward Mount Rose. It b:eaks off relatively sharply
on the western bank of Grand éortage Creék'which lies a few
feet eastward of the stockade's eastern palisade. General sur-
face drainage is relatively good within the enclosure except

for its northeastern portion. A thin mantle of humus mixed
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with sand and gravel overlies the entire enclosure. The sub-
surface soil near the lake is composed of fine beach sands for
a distance of about 150 feet northward from the lake shore. A
heavy brown clay thereafter extends northward for about 100
feet across the central portion of the enclosure. A layer of
slate rises close to the ground surface and extends across most
of the northwestern portion of the site. large subsurface
boulders are present over the entire area northward of the
sandy area near the lake shore. They rise to the surface and
above it in the northern portion of the site. The heavy clays
and slate which underlie the central and northern sections of
the enclosure retain water. Consequently, the northern part
of the site is marshy in some spots and wet after rains.

Most of the southern portion of the site was occupied
intermittently by Indians from about 1840 to 1936. A one and
a half story log structure belonging to the Cook County His-
torical Society stood in the southeastern portion of the en-
closure. Two small wooden fishermen's shacks stood near the
southeastern stockade corner (Corner X) at the mouth of Grand
Portage Creek. A log cribbed.whaif juttéd>out into the lake
near the southwestern stockade corner. It had been reconstruct-
ed on the site of an old wharf in 1931, and was used by the

local Indian population for docking commercial and sport



fishing boats. A gravel road, which was the main thorough-
fare from Mineral Center and Grand Marais into Grand Portage,
ran along the southern and eastern portions of the site. A
section of it crossed the eastern palisade line about 100 feet
north of the southeastern stockade corner, crossed Grand Port-
age Creek on a bridge, and continued eastward for a short dis-
tance before turning northward. This roadway was in use in
1936~37 and prevented extensive excavations in those portions
of the site through which itran. It was relocated north of
the enclosure in 1938.

In the 1930's fill dirt had been scooped up from an
area extending from about 30 to 80 feet west of the southeast-
ern stockade corner. This had destroyed about 50 feet of the
course of thg southern palisade trench. Wave action had eroded
much of the beach in front of Corners B-C, and the southeastern
corner at the mouth of Grand Portage Creek. Consequently, it
was not possible to make very satisfactory excavations in these
areas. (Map 1b).

In the spring of 1936, two furrows, marking the course
of the northern palisade treﬁcﬁ and the nofthern section of the
western palisade trench were visible. In the rear section of
the enclosure lay a scattered pile of large boulders, and fur-

ther south toward the lake were more piles of stones. The



northeastern section of the enclosure was overgrown with brush

and small trees. (Plate 1).

History of the Site

The Grand Portage had undoubtedly been known to Indians
and was used by them hundreds of years prior to the advent of
white men on the northern shore of Lake Superior. The first
definite mention of the Grand Portage route is in a letter
dated October 27, 1722 (Margry, 6:516, 1886). La Verendrye
is known to have landed here in the fall of 1731 (Burpee, 1927,
p. 9), and to have used the Grand Portage trail, but it is
doubtful that the French ever had much of an establishment at
this location. With the fall of New France to the British in
1760, a new group of traders began a more extensive usage of
the area.

There can be little doubt that the British fur trad-
ers who came to this region about 1762 utilized the site as a
depot to a far greater extent than had the French. John

Erskine or Askin appears to have c;eared the site we are con-
cerned with and to have erected an enciosufe with a few build-
ings in about 1768 (Nute, 1940, p. 137). In about 1778 a
merger of competing traders formed a concern called ' "The North-

west Company" and Grand Portage became the great entrepot for



the vast region to the north and west. It was probably at
this date that a more elaborate post was commenced at the
site. Thereafter, the establishment at Grand Portage grew
in importance up to about 1800. It was abandoned in 1803
when the Northwest Company moved to Fort William on Canadian
soil. The structures at this site in 1803 represented the
accretion of years and had most probably been erected by many
fur traders in a variety of construction styles over a span
of about 30 years.

During its heyday from about 1785 to 1800 Grand Port-
age was the point at which all furs, all supplies, and
hundreds of employees gathered for an annual rendezvous in
the month of July. Thus there was a specialization of func-
tion in the buildings at this site. 1In 1793 the stockade en-
closure had three gates in its palisades over which stood two
guard houses. Sixteen buildings of slight construction stood
within the enclosure. They were made of whipsawn cedar and
spruce boards. Their roofs were covered with cedar and pPine
shingles. The doors, windows, andeosts were painted with a
Spanish brown paint. Of thes; buildings; éix were storehouses,
one a counting house, one a mess hall, and the remaining eight

were dwellings and shops (Charles Gates, ed., Five Fur Traders

of the Northwest, 1933, pp. 92-94). Another account of Grand
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Portage dated 1803 mentions that "bastions" stood at the four

corners of the stockade (M. M. Quaife, ed., War on the Detroit,

1940, pp. 10-12).

By 1822, the palisades along with the numerous struc-—
tures had vanished and pavid Thompson found only red clover
blooming where they had stood (Nute, Lake Superior, 1944, p.
307).

There are a number of references which relate to sub-
sequent fur trading operations and a fishing station at Grand
Portage after 1803, but they are beyond the scope of the pre-

sent report.
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History of excavations

The project for the investigation and reconstruction of the
Northwest Company fur trade post at Grand Portage, Minnesota
commenced unexpectedly with the insertion of a request for funds
for this purpose in the 1935-36 proposals for relief work to
be carried on by the Indian Division of the Civilian Conserva-
tion Corps within the Consolidated Chippewa Agency of Minne-
sota. 1In February of 1936 Agency officials were notified that
$6,200 had been allotted for palisade restoration work, and
that the money must be expended by July 1, 1936. Lacking plans
or cost estimates of any nature, the Agency officials appealed
to the Minnesota Historical Society for assistance. A tena-
tive agreement was made by which the Minnesota Historical So-
ciety would furnish technical supervision and assistance, and
the Indian Service would furnish the labor.

Despite the apparent wealth of descriptive material about
the Northwest Company post at Grand Portage, it soon became ap-
parent that there was a dearth -of accufate,.detailed informa-
tion on which construction plans could be based. The Minnesota
Historical Society therefore insisted upon surface excavation

of atﬂeast a portion of the site, although Indian Service
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officials demanded immediate action towards building. A
timber cutting crew was sent out into the Grand Portage In-
dian Reservation forests about mid-February, and logged cedar
trees from fifteen to twenty inches in diameter and about
twenty feet in length. Logging operations ceased about the
end of March because of climatic conditions, and the project
languished until June 1936.

With the cooperation of the Works Progress Administration,
Ralph D. Brown, an experienced archeologist, was released from
the W.P.A. Historical Records Survey to supervise the excava-
tions at Grand Portage.

On May 8-9, 1936, Willoughby M. Babcock, Museum Curator
and Archeologist, Minnesota Historical Society, and Ralph D.
Brown made avreconnaissance trip to Grand Portage for the pur-
pose of surveying the situation, and to lay out excavation
plans which would define the stockade outline and give clues
to the sites of structures within the enclosure.

A late spring made it impossible to commence excavations
before June 10, 1936. sSmall crews of local Indians were used
spasmodically in excavationé'éhroughout thé summer of this
year. ©Unfortunately, that season brought many forest fires
in the region, and only elderly or incapacitated men were avail-

able for excavation work. Younger men were taken for fire
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fighting duties. Arrangements were made by which the appropri-
ation could be used past the July 1, 1936 deadline. Despite
these difficulties, enough excavation was done to establish the
location of the palisade trenches which outlined the stockade
enclosure, and to establish the correctness of the site identi-
fication. The utter inadequacy of the available historical in-
formation regarding the site became even more apparent. It was
obvious that an extended study of the site by archeological
methods would be necessary before a historical reconstruction
could be attempted.

Ralph D. Brown remained in the field supervising
excavations from June 10 - June 18, 1936; he resumed opera-
tions on August 10 - August 21, 1936. Work was again resumed
at the site on September 5, 1936, with G. Hubert Smith and
Allen Holmberg as excavation supervisors; they continued in
this capacity until September 22, 1936, when labor was no long-
er available. Smith and Holmberg apparently continued in the
field alone until October 8, 1936. sSmith returned to Grand
Portage on October 18, 193§, and resumed the excavations, con-
tinuing until October 29, 193é. #ains made work difficult
through much of this later period.

During the 1936 field season the entire course of the

stockade outline was delimited, and the location of one gate






