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Revealing the History and Archaeology of Fort St. Joseph

M I C H A E L  S .  N A S S A N E Y

For nearly two decades, historical archaeologists have been revealing the con-
tours of everyday life at Fort St. Joseph, one of the most important French co-
lonial outposts in the western Great Lakes region, also known as the pays d’en 
haut (the Upper Country) in New France. Aft er the French founded a mission 
along the St. Joseph River in the mid-1680s, they recognized the signifi cance 
of this location for their imperial ambitions and soon established a permanent 
settlement amid their Miami and Potawatomi allies (Idle 2003; Peyser 1992). 
By the 1720s, the post supported a commandant and several offi  cers, eight 
to ten enlisted men, a priest, an interpreter, a blacksmith, about fi ft een fur 
traders, and their French, French Canadian, and Native American wives and 
children (Brandão and Nassaney 2006). For decades, the site was the hub of 
a large multiethnic community that featured intermarriage between French 
and French Canadian men and Native American women and intense cultural 
interaction between Europeans and Native Americans. Th e fort was a strategic 
stronghold for the French and English for nearly a century before it was aban-
doned in 1781 (Idle 2003; Peyser 1992).
 Despite the importance of Fort St. Joseph in the political and commercial 
aspirations of the French empire, it was underreported and seldom referenced 
from the time of its abandonment through much of the nineteenth century. 
Yet it was never forgotten. Th e site was commemorated with the dedication of 
a stone marker in 1913 in the general location where artifacts were being recov-
ered by a few local collectors (Beeson 1900; Coolidge 1915; Nassaney 2008a) 
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(Figure 1.1). By the mid-twentieth century, however, the site proved difficult to 
locate on the ground due to limited and forgotten documentation and land-
scape modifications associated with industrial developments. Its precise loca-
tion was lost to living memory until 1998, when Support the Fort, Inc., a local 
group of history enthusiasts, invited Western Michigan University (WMU) 
archaeologists to search for material evidence of the long-lost fort (Nassaney 
1999). Using background research provided by Joseph L. Peyser (1992) and 
other local historians (e.g., Beeson 1900), we excavated shovel test pits and 
backhoe trenches in high-probability areas and encountered a low density of 
Late Woodland (ca. AD 600–1600) and colonial-era objects (20BE10) on a 
terrace where previous investigators had searched (Figure 1.2). The paucity of 
remains led us to rule out this area as the location of the fort. 
 As luck would have it, a local collector approached us as we were completing 
our survey and shared the contents of a proverbial shoebox filled with artifacts, 
including gunflints, flintlock hardware, faience, and French clasp knife blades, 

Figure 1.1. This 65-ton commemorative boulder was dedicated near the site of Fort St. Joseph in 1913 
amid considerable pomp that included a mile-long parade, songs by a girl choir, and speeches from 
local dignitaries. Courtesy of the Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project.
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along with other related materials that he had recovered with the aid of a metal 
detector. He subsequently led us to the floodplain along the St. Joseph River 
(Figure 1.2), where our testing revealed dense deposits of eighteenth-century 
French and English artifacts (20BE23), which we surmised might represent 
the remains of the old fort (Nassaney et al. 2003). Unfortunately, the artifacts 
lay beneath the water table, owing to the rise in river elevation due to the con-
struction and enlargement of an industrial dam immediately downstream in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. We were unable to evaluate 
the integrity of these finds in our initial survey because the high water table 
prohibited us from recognizing features and undisturbed artifact deposits that 
would have enabled us to establish the site’s integrity. In 2002, we installed a 
dewatering system to lower the groundwater table, performed a geophysical 
survey, and conducted more intensive investigations to examine magnetic and 
other geophysical anomalies in a site evaluation (Nassaney et al. 2002–2004). 

Figure 1.2. Map showing the locations of Fort St. Joseph (20BE23), the Lyne site 
(20BE10; Loci I–IV), and an eighteenth-century Potawatomi village. Drawn by Jason 
Glatz.


