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ISSUE

Parks Canada's position respecting Louisbourg's archaeological collection.

BACKGROUND

The Louisbourg Archaeological collection consists of two components: all the artifacts recovered during the course of 35 years of an archaeological program at the site, and the records, reports and notes generated by excavation, analysis and collections or resource management.

The artifact collection, consisting of approximately 5 million items includes a wide variety of materials which require diverse storage and conservation techniques.  The bulk of the artifacts date between 1700 and 1768, except for a few which were deposited during the subsequent Loyalist settlement and later.  The latter serve as time markers for various archaeological contexts or deposits but consist of less than 2% of the collection.

The collection is housed using two types of storage systems.  The first , known as open area storage, allows for easy access to the material.  It ensures that efficient  use is made of a researcher's time and affords a safer environment for those artifacts which are unique or have received conservation treatments.  Over the last fifteen years the open storage segment of the artefact collection has been consolidated in the Armco building occupying 760 square meters, including office, lab and three storage areas.   The artifacts are housed in plywood  cabinets with interchangeable plywood drawers.  Each drawer holds a variety of smaller archival containers such as clear plastic boxes, or open top cardboard boxes or plastic bags.  The emphasis is on maximum visibility of the material, while ensuring efficient use of space and resources.  The storage area is heated and monitored for humidity to ensure that a stable environment is maintained.  Access to the storage areas is controlled by staff during the workday and the building is monitored by motion detectors when staff is absent.  The fire suppression system covers  640 sq. meters of the building but one of the storage areas (120 sq. meters) does not have a sprinkler system. 

The artifacts stored in the open area consist of all the ceramics, glass, treated or priority metals, some building materials and the small finds.  The latter is a potpourri of small items such as brass thimbles, ivory handled cutlery, textile fragments, shoes, seeds, wooden gaming pieces etc.    

The second storage system is dormant storage.  As the name implies, it is used for that portion of the collection that is not used on an on-going basis or is referred to infrequently.  It also includes oversize pieces.  There are three classes of material in dormant storage - dressed building stones, nails and faunal remains.  The small material is bagged and boxed.  There are 2325 boxes of material in the Barracks attic.  The area is not heated, has minimal security and is covered by a fire suppression system.  In addition the stores basement areas provides an additional 120 square meters of storage.  This area is minimally heated, is secured by key access and has no fire suppression or detection systems. The building stones occupy 330 square meters in the Stone Shed.

The records collection includes three categories of materials: those generated in the field during excavations, those derived from the analysis of fieldwork or artifacts, and those needed to manage the collection itself and the in-situ archaeological sites.

The largest part of the collection are paper records. There are 320 cubic feet of materials including fieldnote books, survey books, research notes etc.  The map and drawing collections holds 4.5 thousand items and the photographic collection includes 19.5 thousands items.  The artefact collection catalogue records consist of 77 thousand file cards.  We also maintain two major databases.  One known as the Feature file  is a 1.0 Megabyte database used to manage the insitu resources and the second, Dossier, is a 1.5 Megabyte database designed for collection management.

SIGNIFICANCE

Louisbourg is a unique archaeological resource.  The 18th century town was a fast growing, densely packed urban area.  In contrast to most other urban centres, its abandonment in the third quarter of the 18th century and the subsequent sparse settlement allowed the the archaeological record at Louisbourg to in effect stand still in time.  Although portions of 17th and 18th century Quebec or New York exist, most urban centres have been built over or riddled with sewage, utility or subway lines.  Louisbourg has survived relatively intact.  The small-scale settlements that followed the earlier more dense occupations did little to disturb the original, and its remote location saved it from looters or wholesale salvaging for building materials. This uniqueness is not limited to North America because closely dated urban contexts on this scale are also virtually non-existent in Europe.

Excavations in support of the reconstruction at Louisbourg examined approximately 30 per cent of the fortifications, approximately 20 percent of the townsite and a small portion of the outlying suburban properties.  With the exception of a small number of specialized structures, such as the Royal Battery or the Princess Demi-Bastion, the excavation of the military component of Louisbourg has extensively sampled all the major types of defensive features.  The extensive offensive features have not been sampled.

The townsite and suburban properties, unlike the military areas, have a more heterogeneous nature.  Excavations here examined public structure, the homes and gardens of the well-to-do and the working class, the storehouses, inns and taverns of commercial interests, manufacturing areas such as lime kilns, bakeries and forges, and the streets, walks and fences that bounded the properties in the town.

The nature of the archaeological record at Louisbourg has meant that it is rich in 18th century material remains and yet has produced very little material that dates from the end of the 18th century and later.  At least 98% of the collection is tied to the commemorative intent of the site and is a Level 1 resource with respect to the Cultural Resource Management Policy. 

Louisbourg is a time capsule which affords the researcher the opportunity to look not only at one property as a whole system but to draw comparisons across a number of similar properties.  It has also been sufficiently excavated to provide statistically valid samples of several types of situation - domestic , commercial and military.

The sheer size and complexity of the Louisbourg collection is a major determinant of its significance as it allows for the statistical manipulation and quantification of the archaeological record. This methodology has become the mainstay of modern archaeological research as it provides the only results that are truly defensible from a scientific point of view.

There are already in existence elsewhere many collections of individual types of artifacts or collections with holdings from a number of single sites or parts of sites but, in North America at least, the Louisbourg collection of artifacts from over 50 separate but related, properties, most of them completely excavated, is a uniquely valuable resource.  It is the only collection with sufficient quantities of contextual units to permit statistically valid analyses to be performed: it is the only collection from a major urban settlement that was left essentially as a time capsule from the late 18th century until today: and it is the only collection that is backed up by a major, detailed historical research program that sets many of the archaeological materials in their appropriate social, economic, and functional and chronological contexts. 

ACCESS & USE

Even though Louisbourg is a unique archaeological site and has an unrivalled collection its research potential for 18th century studies has barely been tapped.

The only area that has been systematically studied is the town's fortifications. In The Bastioned System and Louisbourg Bruce Fry examines that subject in detail, as well as Louisbourg's place and significance in military history. 

The archaeology of the townsite on the other hand has the potential to produce dozens of such comprehensive works.  Although there have been some studies completed on various artifact types such as building hardware, table glass and coarse earthenware ceramics there are many artifact types that have yet to be examined. and we have only scratched the surface in terms of interpretive studies.  The material culture of the fishery, heating and lighting, sanitation and hygiene are only a few examples of topics that would add significantly to our knowledge of 18th century life.

The collection has always accommodated outside researchers.  The number has grown and during the last calender year (1993) outside researchers or special interest groups were in the collection for a total of seventy days.   Loans have also been made to temporary exhibits at the ROM and the Museé D'Orginey-Bernon in LaRochelle France.  Teaching collections are on loan to Memorial University and the University of Southern Alabama, and the Canadian Museum of Science. A long term loan has been made to the Acadian museum at the University of Moncton.

The archaeology unit manages the portion of the collection used in the exhibit programme.  There are approximately 1500 artifacts on exhibit.  Most are in the Typological exhibit which is for the most part is 20 years old.  While the exhibit has served us well it is due for replacement or at least renewal.  Any new exhibit should be designed in a modular format that would allow change, so that we could present the findings of current research projects or take  advantage of special events.  The exhibit should also be designed to allow for the removal of artifacts.  The exhibit materials are essentially our type collections and are thus the materials researchers are most interested in.

The accessibility of the artefact collection must be examined from two perspectives.  The open area storage allows for the quick retrieval of most materials.  The accessibility is enhanced as the materials are organized in a manner that allows for the correlation between the artifacts and a report by Donald A. Harris entitled Louisbourg: An Archaeological Summary.  This report summarized the archaeology of the townsite excavations which produced 80 percent of the artifacts in the collections.

Although the artifacts are accessible our ability to retrieve or manipulate information with respect to any particular artefact or groups of materials is very limited.  We are still maintaining most of our reports in a paper format and given the size of the collection and the activity it generates this is a most inefficient means of performing this important task.  It also severely limits our ability to answer requests from outside institutions and researchers.  Our prolonged attempts to use the Dossier database have not proved successful.  The system is expensive to operate and requires sophisticated programming expertise which is not readily available to customize and maintain the program.  We are currently looking for a new software package that will meet the needs of the collections, be user friendly and fit the fiscal realities under which we operate.

The records collection is currently the focus of a capital project Louisbourg Archaeology Records Rehab- #23217. The project has three objectives.  The first is to access and inventory the entire collection, second to store the originals in archival materials and storage environments, and finally to produce working copies of the records in an accessible media which for most will be computerized format.  The project begin this fiscal year (1993-1994) and has a four year duration.  These records are used by researchers, and for the preparation of environmental screenings.

STATE OF THE COLLECTIONS


There have been many positive changes made to the organization, accessibility and security of the collection as a whole over the last fifteen years.  There remain a number of significant problems.

Since 1988 we have been working on a project to treat and/or upgrade the storage of the priority iron artifacts, small finds and oversize wooden artifacts.  The project was reviewed and supported by regional and Headquarters archaeology and Conservation Services.  It began as a capital project known as the Louisbourg Backlog Conservation project #23293 and was subsequently switched at the request of PHQ to an O&M project.    

The original project was established to upgrade the storage of metal, wooden and artifacts of mixed materials and to treat 13,000 priority iron items, 3500 small finds and 30 oversize wooden objects.   To date 4575 iron objects, 3360 small finds have been treated.  In addition, the storage of all untreated, unstable iron, 75% of the small finds and most of the wooden objects has been upgraded.  The project has met all of it's targets set on a yearly basis as per the resources allocated to the work. However, the project has weathered a steady erosion of resources.  First PHQ conservation removed one of the two PYS it had initially committed, when the project was transferred to an O&M project the two PYs attached to the Louisbourg conservation lab were only committed on a term basis, ARO regional conservation has suspended it's commitment of one PY for the next two fiscal years and the funding for goods and services has only been renewed for the current fiscal year.

The Stone Storage Shed is in a very poor state of repair and is scheduled in the capital project LSBG. Recap stone shed #2321 to be repaired and upgraded over the next two years.

The storage area in the Barracks attic does not meet even the minimal level of storage standards for the material kept there.  There are no plans currently to rectify this problem.

The archaeological and conservation directives and good collection practices require the development of collection maintenance and disaster plans, neither exist for the Louisbourg archaeological collections.    

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. given the importance of the archaeological collection resources should be maintained at a level sufficient to meet the standards mandated by CRM policy and the Archaeology and Conservation directives.

2. retention of the Louisbourg conservation Lab.

3. continued support for the objectives of the Backlog Conservation project. 

4. seek ways of maximazing the use of the collections for interpretive purposes.

5. continuation of the access to the collection to outside researchers and institutions.

6. completion of a collection maintenance and disaster plans.

7. study of the collection areas that do not meet standards and the preparation of options for meeting the standards.

8. retention of the collections in Louisbourg.
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