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Now that the third season of the Louisbourg public archaeology 

program had drawn to a close, enough information has been uncovered to say that the 
deceptively vacant-looking De la Valli� re yard contains 
a wealth of historical information about 18th century life 
at Louisbourg! Since public archaeology excavations in 
the De la Valli� re yard began in 2005, program 
participants have uncovered hitherto-unknown structural 
features and thousands of artifacts that relate to daily life 
at the property. The yard area has proven to be well 
preserved since the 18th century and has provided 
excellent opportunity to learn about this domestic 
setting, beyond the footprint of the houses and 
workshops that skirt the yard. 
  
The 2007 field season consisted of two consecutive five-day sessions in the De la Valli � re yard 
that involving fourteen participants plus Louisbourg staff members including the supervising 
archaeologists, field assistant, and laboratory supervisor. 
      
Three objectives guided the 2007 excavation project:  
1. Continued excavation of a stone well that was 

excavated to a depth of 80cm in 2006.  
2. Continued excavation to expose a French 

drain that was revealed in 2006.   
3. Clarification of the relationship between the 

French drain and stone well.  
 
To accomplish these goals (Figure 3+4): 
1. The stone well (16L97D) that had been lined 

and backfilled in 2006 was reopened 
2. Sub-operation units 16L97F, N and P were 

reopened to expose the French drain on the 
north side of the well 

3. A 2m x 3m block of six new units, each 1m², 
was laid out adjacent to and north of 16L97N 
and P. These units (16L97Q,R,T,V,W,X) 
were grouped into north-south unit pairings 
shortly after excavation began, thus leaving 
three 1mx2m units, namely 16L97V,W,X 
(east to west).  

 

Figure 1 

Figure 2 
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Figure 4: View of reopened and newly opened excavation units in 2007, looking west.  
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The following discussion presents the results of the 2007 excavation season in the De la Valli � re 
yard, in relation to the aforementioned project goals: 
 
1. The Stone Well – The interior of the stone well (in 16L97D) was excavated to a depth of 1.3 
metres. The well did not bottom out at this point, but at this depth, the previously-identified 
uniform dark silty soil that filled the well became sandier in texture, and wood fragments began 
to emerge amidst scattered stone rubble, brick and artifacts. It is possible that this soil change 
identifies the near-bottom of the well.  As carried out in 2006, the uniform dark silty soil was 
excavated by arbitrary 20cm layers, noting deposits of stone and brick where they appeared. Five 
arbitrary layers were recorded (16L97D8-12) before coming down on the sandy soil. 
 The dark silty soil in the well contained 800 artifacts, all dating to the 18th century, and 
almost entirely comprised of ceramics, glass, wrought-iron nails, and mammal bone. The 
presence of scratch-blue salt glaze stoneware in the soil layer indicates that the deposit post-dates 
c.1745. However, the absence of pearlware and minor amounts of creamware ceramic amidst the 
abundance of ceramic sherds puts the end-date of the well fill at c.1760s-70s.  This ‘date of 
deposition’ interpretation is supported by the inclusion of a 1742 French lead cloth seal and a 
complete 1760s English wine bottle in the soil layer, as they fall roughly within this time range. 
The uniform nature of the silty well fill and the unchanging artifact variety uncovered at various 
depths in the well suggests that the shaft was filled in during a short period of time.  Based on the 
artifact content, it appears that the well was filled in during the last British occupation of the 
fortress, c.1758-1768. Therefore the soil layer deposited atop the well fill, namely the ubiquitous 
gravelly sandy loam deposit that has been found in every excavation unit thus far, dates to the 
last British occupation period as well. 
 
2. The French Drain – Three new 1m x 2m excavation units (sub-operations V, W and X) were 
laid out in 2007 to expose the northern extension of the French drain that was uncovered in 2006 
on the north and south sides of the well, extending in a NE-SW orientation.  As excavation 
progressed in these units, a single layer of coarsely-placed cobble-sized stone was found beneath 
the ubiquitous gravelly sandy loam layer. This cobble layer rested atop a loamy soil that has been 
interpreted in past seasons as original sod level. The cobble layer had been previously uncovered 
in the excavation units (sub-
operations G, N, P) that lay along 
the north side of the well, but not 
in the units that lay along the other 
sides of the well.  
 As the cobble layer and 
original sod level were removed, a 
mottled soil began to appear in the 
units, aligning with the NE-SW 
orientation of the French drain 
(figure 5). This mottled soil is the 
backfilled soil in the drain trench 
and correlates with the mottled soil 
found in the drain trench on the 
south side of the well. 

Figure 5: view of sub-operations V, W and X showing cobble layer 
in sub-ops W and X, larger stones associated with pre-occupation 
terrain in sub-op V, and the French drain orientation that extends 
across the units SW-NE. Looking south, scale bar is one metre. 
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By the end of the 2007 season, the mottled soil layer was exposed in sub-operations V, W, X but 
not yet excavated to expose the drain stones.  

At the south end of sub-operation V, to the north side of the drain trench, the gravelly-
loam layer came down on original sod layer, but in this area the terrain was strewn with angular 
boulders, characteristic of pre-occupation terrain conditions that had been identified during the 
2005 excavation season (16L96 trench). The limited exposure of rocky pre-occupation terrain in 
the excavation units opened in 2007 suggests that while the land to the west of the drain was 
unaltered during occupation, the land to the east side of the drain, north of the well, had been 
altered in the 18th century, presumably to provide convenient access to the well. 
 
4.Clarification of the relationship between the French drain and the stone well – During the 
2006 season, three excavation units (16L97F, N & P) were opened along the northeast part of the 
stone well. These units were not fully excavated in 2006, so they were reopened in 2007 in effort 
to see how the well and drain connected.  In sub-operations N and P, as seen in sub-operations W 
and X, the ever-present gravelly soil layer came down on a flat-lying layer of cobble set into dark 
brown silty loam.  The thin cobble and dark soil layer were removed to reveal a reddish brown 
soil that covered and surrounded the French drain capstones. The drain stones appeared 
approximately forty-five centimetres below sod level in sub-operations N and P.  

At the juncture 
of sub-operations F and 
N, it was finally 
possible to see how the 
well and drain related 
(figure 6). We could 
clearly see where the 
well construction trench 
cut through the drain. 
Therefore the drain pre-
dated construction of 
the well. It also appears 
that a narrow, cobble-
filled trough that cut 
through the upper well 
shaft, as had been 
observed in 2006, may 
relate to the installation 
of a small drainage 
trench in the yard after 
the well had been filled-in.  This later event probably relates to 19th -20th century activity in the 
area, but this is difficult to determine at present. 

 
New findings – Examination of artifact content in the newly-opened excavation units and 
comparison of the 2007 season finds with material uncovered in previous seasons of excavation 
has illustrated the presence of three artifact clusters in the excavation units (figure 7): 

Figure 6: Showing where the well’s construction trench cuts through the French drain 
in sub-operations F and N. View looking west. 
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1. the most pronounced artifact cluster was identified in the excavation units to the north 

side of the well, namely sub-operations 16L97F-H and M-X.   Numerous clothing related 
items (buttons, buckles, and sleeve-links) and coins were found in this area, above the 
cobble layer and in the ubiquitous gravelly-loam soil that overlay the cobble layer. 

2. Another artifact cluster was identified in sub-operations 16L96E F and G. These units 
were excavated in 2005. Here, an abundance of ‘Reuben Sidney” clay pipe (dating to the 
early 1730s), etched pane glass, buttons, coins, sleeve-links, buckles, musket balls, 
mammal bone and teeth indicate a locus of cultural activity. Although structural features 
were not identified in these excavation units, the artifact content is of interest and 
warrants further research. 

3. A third artifact cluster occurs at the east end of the excavation area in sub-operation 
16L97A. In this area, abundant mammal and fish bone (including cod ooliths and ray 
teeth), clay pipe and clothing-related items suggest that a domestic midden may be 
located in this part of the yard. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
  

Figure 7: Plan View of 16L96 and 16L97 excavation units showing location of artifact clusters. 
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Summary:  
 
Over the course of the 2007 field season, three key research objectives had been realized, 3400 
artifacts were collected, and localized artifact clusters began to be recognized within the 
excavation units.  We are now beginning to see how the De la Valli� re yard was used in the 18th 
century. For example, we have observed the following: 
    
• A stone well was constructed near 

the back of the De la Valli� re yard, 
and it had been filled-in during the 
second British occupation of 
Louisbourg (1758-68) 

• The cobble layer found on the north 
side of the well appears to be a 
prepared pathway to the well, 
probably extending from the main 
house on the property.  

• The concentration of clothing-related 
items found on the cobble layer, and 
in the soil layer above the cobbles, 
north of the well, may be related to 
laundering activities adjacent to the 
well.  

• A French drain ran across the yard in 
a NE-SW direction. This drain, 
extending northward from the 
original governor’s quarters is a 
c.1720s construction. The drain may continue northward across the yard or veer eastward 
toward the neighbouring property – this has yet to be determined. The drain was out of 
use when the well was constructed in the De la Valli� re yard; the well shaft chops 
through the drain. 

• A cluster of bone and materials at the east end of the excavation area, very near the west 
wall of the artisan shop, may be a domestic midden relating to activity at the artisan shop 
or the main house.  

• A thin layer of cobbles found at the east end of the excavation area in 2005 (a little to the 
west of the midden-like cluster) appears to be a prepared pathway or working surface that 
ran along the west side of the New England artisan’s shop. The possible path/working 
surface extended two metres from the artisan shop wall.  

• The artifact cluster in the centre of the excavation area, containing abundant clay pipes 
and other materials, has no evident structural association at present, but appears to be an 
area of cultural activity. 

• The terrain east of the well appears to have been unaltered during the 18th century period 
of occupation. There is no evidence of landscaping or garden development in this area. 

 

Figure 8: Overhead view of 2007 excavation units 
north is toward the bottom of the image. 
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The 2007 season crews did a fantastic job and their findings have contributed to a better 
understanding of this remarkable archaeological site! As excavation progresses, and our 
comprehension of the yard area grows, so too does the investigation to-do list. In addition to 
exploring the three artifact cluster areas, the interior of the French drain has yet to be examined, 
the well requires further investigation to see if we have reached the bottom of the shaft, and the 
remote sensing anomalies identified in 2005 have yet to be tested.   

 

 
Given our findings thus far, it is very likely that continued archaeological study of the yard will 
lead to a very good understanding of what ‘outdoor’ life was like at the De la Vallière property in 
the 18th century.  
The following series of images 
show the variety of artifact-types 
that have been found in the yard to 
date. These items are a few of the 
many artifacts (approximately 
12,000) that have been uncovered 
in the yard over the past three 
years; they represent the household 
items used by the French families, 
New England artisans and British 
soldiers who once occupied this 
place. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 9: Excavating during sessions 1 and 2 in 2007 

Figure 10: English handwriting on pane glass 
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Figure 11: clothing-related items 

Figure 12: ceramics 



� � ����� 	 �
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13: military-related items 

Figure 14: coins and lead bale/cloth seals Figure 15: “Reuben Sidney” clay smoking pipes 



� � ����� 
� �
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It takes many people to conduct an 
archaeological excavation and many more 
to create a learning vacation experience. I 
would like to thank everyone who was 
involved in the 2007 Louisbourg public 
archaeology program – the participants, 
field and lab supervisors, members of the 
Fortress Louisbourg Association, the 
morning presenters at the Chevalier House 
field laboratory, the conservation 
laboratory staff, the curator of costume, 
and visitor service staff members who 
helped with logistics and tours. We make a 
good team.        
– R. Duggan, April 2008 

Figure 16: glassware 

Figure 17: Brian Harpell discussing artifacts and reproductions 


