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Abstract of a report on: "Archaoological Excavations at
Grand Portage National Monument, 1983-6J Field Seasons",

by A.R. Woolworth, Minnesota Historical Society.

Emcavations were conducted at this location from June 10-
“August 16, 1963, and June 8-July 10, 1964. Trenches five feet
in width were dug around the exterior and interior perimeters
of the Northwest Company depot., Testing was alaso done west of
the depot. In 196h;ltests were mmie north and east of the main
gate of the depot. These excavations provided a sound basis

for the rebuilding of the palisades and gatohouse on their
original locations.
Indications of perhaps fifteen buildings were found on
the palisade interior in 1963. Purther excavation is needed
to establish their true identities, New evidence was found
on a palisade adJacent to Lake Suporior which had probably
been moved insard unll before 1803. Two previuualy unknown
1log.structures were. found and excavated which were of the fur
trado era,

~ In 1963, the reconstructed depot was mapped by a profess~
ional onginear and & permanent baao point established for -
future archaeological work. Permanent map points were encidsed

in concrete.

- A discussion -of the 1963-64 excavations and descriptions
of siunificant trtifacta are providcd in the present report.
A aordea of tunnty—scven plates, thirtoan figures and four
1argo mmps are provided to illnstrnto the textusl materials.




Recommendations are made that "construction oriented"
archasology be abandoned at this gite. Congtderation is
urgﬁd for a three year plan to excavate much of the interior
of the depot. This would provide a sound basis for future
reconstruction and interpretation. It would also prevent
future damage to the site by modern installations. |

Alan R. Woolworth
Chief Archasologist
Minnesota Historical Society
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ARCHAECLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS AT GRAND PORTAGE NATIONAL MONUMENT

1963-1964 FIELD SEASONS,

BY

Alan R, Woolworth, Chief Archaeologist
Minnesota Historical Socisty
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INTRODUCTION

Purpose, Objectives and Presentation

The purpose of this report is to describe the
archaeclogical remains, both structural and artifactual, found
during the excavations in and around the reconstructed North
west Company post at the Grand Portage National Monument in
1963 and 1964, These excavations were sponsored by the
National Park Service and conducted under contract by the
Minnesota Historical Society. Funds were provided by an
Accelerated Public Works Program grant to the National Park
Service, and in turn to the Minnesota Historical Soclieby by
Contract No, 14-10-0232-731, dated May 2, 1963,

Monthly progress reports and a summary report at the
close of the 1963 fleld season ware submitted to Regicnal
Director Baker in accordance with the contract terms, Similar
reports were submitted concerning the 1964 field season.

Objectives for excavaticns at this site were set forth
as followa: :

1. Salvage arehneology aceompanying Northwest Company
stockade reconstrustion including a thorough
excavation of supposed gate areas.

2. Exploratory testing in the ares west of the North-
west Company stockade reconstrusticn.

3. Testing in the area marked "Area A" on the arghaeo-
logical base map (1962) prepared by Alan R.
Woolworth of the Minnesota Hisporical Society.

BMDWEST REGIONAL OFFICE LIBRARY,
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE -



&, Purther exploration of area marked "D" on
Woolworth's map,

5. Exploratory trenching in area marked "E" on
Woolworth's map.

6. Thorough excavation of the prehistoric aboriginal
site marked Area "B" on Woolworth's map.

7. Exploratory excavation of area marked "F" ¢n
Woolworth's map. 1In the event construction is
planned here, excavations should be extended.

All of the foregoing was to be accomplished by

Septamber 15, 1963, unless the time fer completion was extended

by the Service in writing, Special attention was to be paid

to orehistoric or early historic remains,

By the terms of this contract, the Scoiety was commit-
ted to provide the qualified personnel and facilities to
conduct the excavations, and to process and study materials
and data from these excavations. Provisions were made for
the preparation of a final report on this work, and the alti-
mate return of all artifacts to Grand Portage Naticnal
Monument upon completion of the study, A stipulation was also
made that the Society was required to subait a summary state-
amont; and map to the Regional Direstor by September 30, 1963,
which would describe and locate structures predating 1850,
which were found., Lastly, the Society agreed to submit to

the Bervice on or before June 30, 1964, a detailed report of
its work at this site in 1963,

After the summer of 1963 was well advanced, it became
evident that the objectives set forth in this contract had



been overly ambitious and that it would be impossible to do
much aaide from concentrating on the perimsters of the re=-
stored North West Company stockade and the area west of it.
Thus, the 1963-64 excavations cencentrated on these portions
of the Monument. The impending plans for the restoration of
the stockade demanded that primary attention be given to
those areas which would be affected by such construction.
Tnis was necessary to prevent the loss of archaeologlcal in-
formation through construction acti#&tiaa, and also to make
now data available which would gorrect past reconstruction
errors and provide & sound basis for the contemplated rebuild-
ing of the entire stockade and gates leading into this important
fur trade depot,

in the present report, the site i3 described,
archaeological field work summarized, struétural remains
described, and an analysis of the most significant artifacts
ia presented., A narrative form of Presentation is used, and
conclusions are drawn wherever the data is adequate for such
statements, Efforts have been made to provide as complete
interpretations as possible, It is hoped that they will
provide some further guidance to future arshaeological excava-
tions at the site, the future development of the site, and
Place on record pertinent data relating to both structural
and artifactual remains. Enough excavation has now been done

at this site to demonstrate its major attributes in many



areas, Obviously, some future 'oxcavntions should be done,
and these will be submitted in the Conolusions to this report.,
Grand Portage was well known in its day, but as there
are really no adequate written descriptions of the site, no
contemporary plans, noyr lllustrations, the archaeological
evidence must bear most of the burden of providing data for

interpretative purposes,

The Site Desoribed

location and Togggraghx

The following data are a condensaticn of & similar
pertion of the report on the Soclaty's 1936-37 excavations at
Grand Portage, The reconstructed North West Company post or
depot 18 located in the Southwest 1/4 of Section 4, Township
63 North, Range 6 East, Cook County, extreme northeastemn
Mionesota. It is a few hundred yards south of the modern
community of Grand Pcrtage and fronting immediately on the
shore of Lake Superior,

In geographical terms, the fur post 1is situated in the
western portion of Grand Portage Bay which is one of the
finest natural harbors on the northern shore of Lake Superior.
The oastern portion of the bay is enclosed by Hat Point, a
bprominent and elevated peninsula which Juts out into the lake,
The western border of the bay is shaped by Raspberry or
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Tamarack Point which rises only about twenty feet above the
lake. In the center of the lake and about midway between
these two points of land is Grand Portage Island. The arms
of the bay and the island act as buffers to prevent high
waves from sweeping into shore, Hence, the bay is quite
theltered and not much exposed tc severe wave action. The
tay 18 approximately 1-3/4 miles across and more than a mile
in depth, (Figure 1), *

The North West Company poat is situated in the western
porticn of the bay. The shoreline in front of it is steep
and rogky and about five feet above the lake elevatiocn of 602
fest above sea level, (rand Portage Creek is immediately
to the east of the post, and Mount Rose, a local landmark,
rises to a height of about 920 feet above aeé level to the
reay of the post. The stockaded enclosure has an elevation
of 508 feet in its southeastern corner and slopes gradually
upwaxd toward Mount Rose to an elevation of 626 feet in its
northweatern corner, Most of the stockaded post lies betwaen
elevations of 610 to 620 feet above sea level, & relatively
prominent glacial beach runs east-west through the center of
bhe southern portion of the enclosure. The reconstructed
Great Hall is on this beach which has an elevation of 614
feet.

‘Thus, the land surface slopes upward gently from Lake
Superior toward Mount Rose, It breaks off relatively sharply
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on the western bank of (rand Portage Creek which is only a
fow feet eastward Of the stockade's eastern facade, Surface
drainage 18 reascnably good within the enclosure except for
ites northeastern portion which lies behind the Great Hall,

A thin mantle of humus mixed with sand and gravel overlies
the entire enclosure. The subsoll near the lake 1is composed
of fine beach sands for a distance,of about 150 feet north-
ward from the lake shore, A heavy brown clay thereafter ex-
tends northward for about 100 feet across the central portion
of the enclosure. Abput 250 feet northwards from the sguth-
west corner of the enclosure is found a layer of slate which
is closes to the ground surface and extends across most of
the northwestern portion of the site, Large subsurface
boulders are present over the entire area of the northemm
portion of the enclosure, The heavy clays and slate which
underlie the central ant northern seotions of the enclosure
retain water. Consequently, the northern portion of the
enclosure and the area immediately west of it are marshy in
some spots and wet after rains, These geologloal features

had an important bearing on the post and continue to do so
now and will into the future.

The area in the southexrn portion of the enclosure and
immediately to the west of it wers cooupied intermittently
by Indians from about 1840 to 1536. Usage was also made of
the region along the west bank of (Grand Portage Creek for
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many years by the local Indian and wWhite populations. Lastly,
the snection now utilized as & parking lot, and immediately
north of the enclosure was used in a simlilar manner for an

unknown number of years by the same people,
Historical Sketch of the Site

The Grand Purtage had undoubtedly been used by Indians
for centuries prior to the coming of whltq men to the north
shore ol lLake Superior., The first known msnticn of thia
route dates from 1722 (Margry, 63158 1886). La Verendrye
landed there in the fall of 1731 and used the Qrand Portage
Trall, tut it is doubtful if the French had an extensive
eatablishment at this location, With the fall of New France
in 17560, e new group of traders shortly began to make a more
extenalve utilization of the site of Grand Portage and the
Trail itpelf.

British traders who came here about 1762 remained for
KAy years and soon commenced the development of an extensive
fur-trade depot. John Askin is the firat trader about whom
much 18 known at this locatiocun. In about 1768, he cleared a
portion of the site with which we are ccncerned and erected
a few buildings (Mute, 1540, p. 134). By 1778, a merger of
oompeting traders had formsd a concern called "The North
West Company" and Grand Portage became the great entrepot
for a vast region to the north and west. At about this time,






