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Dear Fort Followers,

It’s my pleasure to introduce you to this newsletter. It should be clear 

that the Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project is very active these days. As 

I write we have entered the field in Niles for the 11th time in 14 years. Our 

theme this year is the architecture of Fort St. Joseph. Incidentally, this field 

season marks the 40th anniversary of the WMU archaeological field school. 

While not all of them have been spent at the fort (our first field school in Niles 

was in 2002), the WMU program is among the longest running field schools 

in the country.

After all these years, I only recently applied for certification for our 

field school from the Register of Professional Archaeologists. I’m proud 

to say that not only did we receive certification, but the Fort St. Joseph 

Archaeological Project was recognized as the best field program in the 

country and was awarded a $1,000 scholarship that was shared by two 

deserving students, Erika Loveland and Amelia Harp. Both are graduate 

students with an intense interest in the history and archaeology of the fur 

trade era at the fort.

Besides being in the field, I am eagerly awaiting the page proofs 

(final copy before printing) of my book on the archaeology of the fur trade 

(University Press of Florida). This work is the culmination of over five years 

of study on the fur trade and the ways that archaeologists have examined 

and understood it from New England to the Maritime Pacific for over four 

centuries. Completing the writing last year made me feel that I had a very 

productive sabbatical leave from my teaching duties.

As always, you should follow us on our blog, Facebook, Twitter, and 

Instagram. I hope you can visit us during the open house and get more 

involved in the history and archaeology of Fort St. Joseph. We appreciate all 

of your support and hope to host you in a permanent facility in Niles one of 

these days.

Sincerely,

Michael S. Nassaney, Ph.D.

Principal Investigator

Fort St. Joseph Newsletter 2015
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Excerpt from the book:
For millennia, Native North Americans obtained furs, pelts, skins, and robes 

from a variety of indigenous mammals predominantly for their own use 

until overseas demand driven by declines in European supplies led them to 

intensify the capture and processing of fur-bearing animals to satisfy global 

markets (Wolf 1982: 158-194). Furs were exchanged for imported goods 

like cloth, iron tools, glass beads, brass kettles, and alcohol, among other 

commodities that Natives deemed desirable. This spatially and temporally 

extensive phenomenon known colloquially as the North American fur trade 

varied in the types of animals collected, how they were processed and 

shipped, the relationships that developed among groups in the course of 

extraction, and the uses to which they were put. The fur trade was implicated 

in numerous encounters between Europeans and native peoples for centuries 

over vast stretches of the North American continent from the Atlantic to the 

Pacific and from Hudson Bay to the Gulf of Mexico. Unprecedented demands 

for furs in North America stimulated by European markets beginning in the 

sixteenth century arguably fueled exploration, colonialism, imperial conflicts, 

and manifest destiny, with profound implications for the daily lives of Natives 

and newcomers well into the nineteenth century. I refer to this period as the 

fur trade era.

ONE REVIEWER OPINED:

“This is the first extended 
treatment of North American fur 
trade archaeology in all its cultural 
and geographical diversity. I 
know of no one in the last 50 
years, historian or archaeologist, 
who  has attempted, let alone 
accomplished, such an ambitious 
and useful treatment of this 
great subject. “

The book can be purchased from 
the University Press of Florida.

http://upf.com/book.asp?id=NASSA003

Get This 
Book Now!

[click here]
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Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project

Bernhard Center Display

 During the fall 2014 semester, Western Michigan Universi-

ty’s College of Arts and Sciences invited Dr. Nassaney to showcase 

the Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project in a new display that 

would be housed temporarily on campus at the Bernhard Center. 

The Fort St. Joseph Museum interns, Aaron Howard and John Car-

dinal, were put in touch with Michael Worline, a graphic designer, 

who aided in creating an interesting and attractive display.

 The main component of the display was a beautiful poster 

created to be the backdrop illustrating the details of the project 

through a number of images and text covering the fort’s history, 

the project’s history, recent accomplishments, and future events. 

A toolbox, notepaper, and other pieces of field equipment used by 

archaeologists were displayed in front of the poster. The display 

ran for 3 weeks in December and early January. 
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S.T.E.M.ulating 
Careers and Beyond MLK Celebration 

On January 17 the two Fort St. 

Joseph Museum interns, John 

Cardinal and Aaron Howard, 

were able to talk to several groups of middle school and 

high school students about archaeology as part of the 

S.T.E.M.ulating Careers and Beyond MLK celebration. 

Many University departments were asked to facilitate 

interactive, experiential workshops to broaden career 

opportunities for middle school students.

Groups of ten to fifteen students at a time came 

to the Archaeology table hosted by the Fort St. Joseph 

Archaeological Project to learn about the field and how 

it is connected with science, technology, and other 

disciplines. Students were also introduced to the many 

possibilities within the field of archaeology. The students 

listened to a short presentation introducing archaeology 

and how archaeologists conduct research, excavate 

and interpret data. The students then participated in 

a small group project that allowed them to analyze 

hypothetical material and make inferences about the 

people who used that material. All participants had a 

wonderful time and learned a great deal!
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The “Evidence Found” 

exhibit at the Kalamazoo Valley 

Museum is an example of the 

productive relationship between 

the Museum and Western 

Michigan University’s Department 

of Anthropology. The Museum 

was interested in an exhibit 

focused on archaeology, in 

which Dr. Nassaney was able to 

provide background information 

on the discipline, local southwest 

Michigan sites, and an example 

of archaeology at work in the Fort 

St. Joseph Archaeological Project. 

The Museum hired me to 

develop and design the exhibit 

due to my background in museum 

exhibits and archaeology in an 

earlier career. I joined the project 

team as the designer and Dr. 

Nassaney served as curator. We 

discussed and refined the exhibit 

goals with Museum staff: 1) to 

give visitors an accurate idea of 

how archaeology works; 2) to 

point out that archaeology is all 

around us, even under our feet; 

3) and to note that each of us is 

leaving “evidence” of our lives that 

may be found by archaeologists 

in the future. Together, a storyline 

was developed for the exhibit 

that looked at archaeology in 

general, presented examples 

of archaeology in southwest 

Michigan, and looked at the 

application of archaeological 

techniques at the Fort St. Joseph 

Archaeological Project.

At the beginning of my 

work, about 2.5 years ago, I 

gathered information, measured 

and photographed the exhibit 

gallery off the lobby of the 

museum, and created a CAD model 

of the space. I looked through 

collections of artifacts at the 

Kalamazoo Valley Museum, at the 

Fort St. Joseph Museum in Niles, 

and at the WMU Anthropology 

Department. I reviewed photo 

materials in archival collections 

and took photos of field work in 

progress at the Fort St. Joseph 

(continued next page)

Creating the “Evidence Found” Exhibit
By Joe Hines
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site. I also looked through visual materials from 

my own archaeological background, including 

my archaeological illustrations and photos from 

field projects in Peru.

The design of the exhibit brought 

together our storyline with the available 

content (photos, illustrations, collection 

artifacts) and with the spaces and features of 

the gallery itself. I chose to pursue a couple 

of motifs in the exhibit—the idea of layering, 

representing time and change in archaeology, 

and the idea of the grid, representing the 

controlled geometric research process in 

archaeological sites. Layering is represented 

in dual “layer” shelves that run throughout the 

exhibit, along walls and in display cases. The 

grid became a logo in the exhibit’s graphics, 

and is expressed in the excavation “floor” 

display with a grid of excavation photos, and 

in the square vertical display risers that hold 

artifacts in various displays. 

I had fun in representing layering in 

another way. In the graphic banners and 

panels we used a visual background texture 

that suggests stratigraphic “profiles” in 

archaeological sites. This visual texture is 

actually a high-resolution scan of the papery 

layers of a wasp-nest I found in my backyard.

Various features in the exhibit had 

various inspirations. I was struck by the 

architectural presence of the tetrapod 

screening structures used at the Fort St. 

Joseph site, and chose to include one of these 

in the exhibit as well as creating another to 

give this architectural presence to the exhibit. 

I remembered my long experience as an 

archaeological illustrator in designing the 

ceramic study display with concentric rings 

to recreate ceramic vessels from rim-sherds. 

And we found a way to show the very small 

artifacts from Fort St. Joseph by using one of 

the goose-neck lens-lamps that I encountered 

at the WMU Anthropology lab.

“It’s not what you find,” says Dr. 

Nassaney, “it’s what you find out.” This applies 

to archaeology as well as to the experience 

of an exhibit like “Evidence Found.” Since the 

exhibit opening in February at the Kalamazoo 

Valley Museum, visitors have the chance to 

find out for themselves. The exhibit is open 

until August 2015.
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Alumni News

Seth Allard
A second year graduate in cultural anthro-

pology at Western Michigan University and mem-

ber of the Sault Sainte Marie Tribe of Chippewa 

Indians, Seth Allard specializes in Ojibwa studies, 

ethnohistory and participatory-based collabora-

tive research. He is currently focusing on youth 

suicide in Ojibwa communities and the effects of 

post-colonialism and structural violence on this 

phenomenon. Participating in the Fort St. Joseph 

Archaeological Project gave him a deeper knowl-

edge and appreciation for Great Lakes Native 

American history and culture, especially regarding 

colonialist relationships, multicultural interaction 

between different European and Native peoples, 

and the social relationships such as gender roles, 

age, trade, subsistence and environmentalism.

Identifying the material culture in the 

ground, however, was not the only goal realized 

by Seth and his fellow researchers. By including 

his Anishnaabek background (Anishnaabek or “The 

People” are the ethnic identity shared by the Ojib-

wa and the Pottawatomie who historically resided 

at Fort St. Joseph), he connected to the site on a 

cultural and personal level. Before breaking ground 

at the site, Seth led the students in a customary 

“giving of Semaa” (tobacco). 

Each student, taking a pinch of Semma and af-

ter finding their own space in the woods of Fort 

(continued next page)
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St. Joseph, sprinkled the offering while giving their 

thanks for the data, materials, and experiences 

that they would take away from the site. Semaa 

has been a traditional medicine and sacred item 

amongst the Great Lakes Native Americans since 

time immemorial, and giving Semaa is a sign of 

respect for taking and using materials from the en-

vironment in an ethical and efficient manner. This 

ceremony has marked the reciprocal relationship 

between local indigenous people and the environ-

ment for generations. 

After a great deal of digging, cutting through 

roots and a very stubborn stump, and uncovering 

perhaps the most important artifact at the site to 

date (a wooden beam associated with a habitation 

structure), Seth gave an emotional and thought-

ful Media Day student speech about the 2013 ex-

perience. He expressed the hope that the Native 

American descendant communities and non-Native 

American communities could relate to each other 

in a way that appreciates the shared and individual 

histories and cultures of the two groups. Fort St. 

Joseph was an example of that relationship, with 

men and women of multiple cultures and nation-

alities coming together to live day to day, many, 

like Seth’s family, eventually becoming the métis 

or mixed peoples that have become common all 

across the Great Lakes region. 

Seth has been invited to repeat the ritual of 

giving Semaa for future site investigations, which 

he is eager and willing to do. More than a gesture, 

giving Semaa is one of many ways to encourage 

a collaborative, ethical and personally reflective 

practice which has been a part of Great Lakes Na-

tive American, and indeed many indigenous cul-

tures world-wide, which creates a strong and pos-

itive connection with the past, present and future. 
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Erica D’Elia
Since leaving Western Michigan University in 2012 I have 

been employed as the Archaeology Lab Manager at James Madi-

son’s Montpelier, which I would highly encourage visiting. My pri-

mary responsibility was to catalog artifacts from ongoing exca-

vations related to 19th century slave quarters and 18th and 19th 

century outbuildings and landscape features. I have analyzed 

many nails and also learned a lot about ceramics and glass. I have 

also learned to conserve iron artifacts using electrolytic reduction. 

While working with the FSJAP I became very interested in 

public outreach and worked as the public outreach coordinator in 

2012. Montpelier has been a great place for me to explore these 

interests further as I maintain the lab as a public visitor space. My 

favorite part of my job is getting to interact with visitors and talk 

to them about archaeology and the work we have conducted. 

I recently relocated to Arlington, Virginia where I have ac-

cepted a position as the Assistant Lab Director for Fairfax County’s 

Archaeology Program. As part of the Colchester Archaeology Re-

search Team I am working on analyzing artifacts from various sites 

within the Old Colchester Park and Preserve. I am really excited as 

I begin this new opportunity in my career!
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Amanda Brooks
I was involved with the Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Proj-

ect (FSJAP) in several capacities throughout my undergraduate 

and graduate schooling at Western Michigan University.  In 2007, 

I attended my first archaeological field school at FSJ and then re-

turned in 2008 to serve as a Teaching Assistant and Laboratory 

Supervisor. In addition, my Master’s Internship involved the reor-

ganization and rehousing of almost 10 years of artifact collections 

excavated by past field schools at FSJ. In 2012, I became em-

ployed as the Curator (Archaeologist 1) for the Grave Creek Mound 

Archaeological Complex in Moundsville, WV. Opened in 2008, the 

complex serves as the state collections facility for all of West Vir-

ginia. In this position, I work to process, inventory, and rehouse 

the 50 years of legacy collections owned by the state, as well as 

manage incoming loans and accessions. The experiences and skills 

that I gained through the Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project 

have directly contributed to growing my professional career in Col-

lections Management.
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Kelly Berliner
Greetings to the Fort St. Joseph community! It has already 

been four busy years since I worked as the Public Outreach Co-

ordinator for the project, and I am very pleased to see that there 

continues to be excellent student and community support for Fort 

St. Joseph’s future. The blog has been an excellent way to keep 

myself informed of developments—thank you everyone who keeps 

it updated! 

Since I left Niles, Michigan, I have kept myself busy with a 

number of projects. My husband Dave and I moved to Canada in 

the fall of 2011, and lived in Montreal for two years. During this 

time I worked with the Redpath Museum at McGill University on 

their outreach activities for children, and also with the administra-

tion to develop the university’s approach to knowledge mobiliza-

tion, public involvement, and engaged learning. While I was not 

wielding a shovel and a trowel, I was able to see a fascinating side 

of how large institutions approach education and their relationship 

with their surrounding communities, something that we all know is 

important after seeing the success of the connection between Niles 

and Western Michigan University! 

While I was enjoying the opportunity to improve my pub-

lic collaboration skills, I yearned to apply them once again in the 

field of Archaeology. I began looking for jobs in the northeastern 

U.S. and Canada, and was lucky to find one with The Archaeo-
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logical Conservancy. I say ‘lucky’ 

because the job market has been 

difficult for many of my peers 

in archaeology, whether fresh 

out of graduate school or high-

ly experienced. My position is 

the Eastern Regional Field Rep-

resentative, which means I cov-

er an area from North Carolina 

to Maine while based out of an 

office in Maryland. The Archae-

ological Conservancy is the only 

national nonprofit dedicated to 

the preservation of archaeologi-

cal sites. As many of you know, 

sites that are located on private 

property often have no protec-

tion and can be destroyed by de-

velopment, natural forces, and 

looting. Our mission is to identify 

the sites most in need of protec-

tion, acquire them through pur-

chase or donation, and manage 

them as permanent archaeo-

logical research preserves. This 

means that professional archae-

ologists with approved research 

plans have access to these prop-

erties. We currently manage 

475 sites in 42 states. The job 

requires a variety of skills as I 

find myself traveling, research-

ing sites, meeting with property 

owners, going to conferences, 

contacting archaeologists, man-

aging property maintenance, 

etc. Sometimes this is all in the 

same week! We also host a num-

ber of tours every year, including 

one of the Colonial Chesapeake 

that I will be assisting with this 

spring. Finally, we publish the 

magazine American Archaeolo-

gy, which some of you may recall 

ran an article on Fort St. Joseph 

in 2011. I encourage everyone 

to consider becoming a member, 

and suggest checking out our  

website (http://www.archaeolog-

icalconservancy.org/) and Face-

book page to stay informed of ar-

chaeological happenings across 

the country.

Good luck to everyone in 

the upcoming digging season. I 

look forward to seeing the prog-

ress at Fort St. Joseph this year! 

If anyone is interested in contact-

ing me about the Conservancy 

or my experience going through 

grad school and job hunting in 

archaeology please feel free to 

contact me at kelley.berliner@

gmail.com, and if you happen to 

be in the Mid-Atlantic area or at 

one of the eastern conferences 

let me know!

-Kelley Berliner
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MHAC 10
Considerable effort was expended by the 

Fort St. Joseph Archaeology Advisory Committee 

to host the 10th annual Midwest Historical Archaeo-

logical Conference (MHAC), which took place Sep-

tember 26 and 27, 2014, at the Niles District Li-

brary. Michael Nassaney initiated the conference 

in 2005 at Western Michigan University and it has 

since been held annually throughout the region. 

The conference provided an opportunity for archae-

ologists, historians, heritage planners, economic 

developers, museums specialists, and other stake-

holders to discuss effective strategies to manage 

the archaeological resources associated with Fort 

St. Joseph, our 18th-century French trading post 

that has been under investigation since 1998.

By all accounts, the conference was a huge 

success. Over 80 historic preservation and heritage 

tourism specialists, along with local supporters, 

were in attendance over the two-day conference. 

The first day began with a welcome from Niles City 

Administrator Ric Huff, followed by presentations 

about the Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project 

from project participants Dr. José António Brandão, 

Dr. Terry Martin, Bob Myers, Juan Ganum, and Dr. 

Michael Nassaney. About 60 people then toured 

the fort site where Nassaney gave a brief overview 

of its discovery and investigations over the past 16 

years. The conference participants then broke into 

smaller groups to visit the Fort St. Joseph Museum 

and the proposed Interpretive Center, which was 

once the old post office on Main Street. Fort St. 

Joseph Archaeology Advisory Committee members 

Dorilee Schieble, Larry Sehy, Dave Bainbridge, and 

Carol Bainbridge greeted visitors and discussed 

their vision for the building.

After lunch, attendees engaged in the real 

work of discussing the drivers and barriers to cre-

ate sustainable facilities, programs, and partner-

ships and to bring the story of Fort St. Joseph to 

a larger audience. The discussion was ably facili-
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tated by John Beck from Michigan State Universi-

ty and included a good mix of local stakeholders, 

students, and preservation professionals from ac-

ademic, governmental, and private sectors. Ideas 

regarding goals and measures of success were also 

discussed and recorded in small and large groups. 

A consensus emerged that the program had a good 

track record and was well positioned to build on 

past accomplishments to make Niles and Fort St. 

Joseph a heritage tourism destination. Students 

in Nassaney’s Historical Archaeology (ANTH 3030) 

class, including the Fort St. Joseph Museum interns 

Aaron Howard and John Cardinal, collated the in-

formation from the conference to prepare a com-

prehensive report containing recommendations for 

a 5-year plan in support of archaeology and her-

itage tourism at Fort St. Joseph. The report was 

submitted to the Fort St. Joseph Archaeology Advi-

sory Committee In March 2015.

Friday was capped off by a wonderful re-

ception provided by our partners, Kreis, Enderle, 

Hudgins & Borsos, P.C. The keynote presentation 

was kindly delivered by Lynn Evans (Director of Ar-

chaeology at Mackinac State Historic Parks) who 

stepped in for Uzi Baram whose flight was canceled 

due to a fire in an aircraft control tower that halted 

air traffic throughout the region. 

More discussion, presentations, and posters 

filled the Library on Saturday as many of the at-

tendees returned and new faces appeared. A num-

ber of invited papers focused on the theme of man-

aging archaeological heritage in the 21st century, 

while other contributed papers provided updates 

on various projects throughout the Midwest and 

beyond. Dean Anderson (State Archaeologist of 

Michigan) moderated audience questions and com-

ments, which provided ample opportunity for in-

teraction and exchange of ideas and perspectives. 

Our generous sponsors—the City of Niles; Kreis, 

Enderle, Hudgins & Borsos, P.C.; Western Michigan 

University; and the Joseph L. Peyser Endowment 

for the Study of New France—provided funding for 

the conference. Numerous volunteers contributed 

their time and energy to ensure a smooth flow and 

pleasant venue conducive to planning the future 

of the past at Fort St. Joseph. Various communi-

ty partners, students, and professional colleagues 

helped to make MHAC10 a memorable experience 

for all who attended.
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Book Release

 Many students, local Niles residents, and Fort St. Joseph 

aficionados were disappointed to learn that no fieldwork was 

conducted last season. The Project’s Principal Investigator, Dr. 

Michael Nassaney, was granted a sabbatical leave from his teaching 

duties at WMU to conduct research on and write his new book 

entitled The Archaeology of the North American Fur Trade. Dr. 

Nassaney has done a fair amount of literary work in his career at 

Western Michigan University’s Anthropology Department. He has 

co-edited four books and authored more than a hundred reports, 

chapters, and peer-reviewed journal articles. 

 As one can discern from the title, this book will primarily 

focus on the fur trade through historical archaeological sites and 

interpretations. In fact, the fur trade, of which Fort St. Joseph was 

in integral part of, was critical in the development of historical 

archaeology. The fur trade had a huge impact on American history 

from the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries, as it affected the 

social relations, economic practices, material culture, demographics, 

and ideologies of the people and places associated with it. This 

book is meant to interest and appeal to historical archaeologists 

as well as a large number of students and professionals from other 

disciplines. The book is scheduled to be published in September 

2015 through the University Press of Florida. 
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Fort St. Joseph archaeolo-

gists gathered for the 48th annu-

al Conference on Historical and 

Underwater Archaeology, which 

was sponsored by the Society 

for Historical Archaeology, from 

January 6-10 in Seattle Wash-

ington. Eight faculty, students 

and alumni from Fort St. Joseph 

were in attendance, including 

Andrew Beaupre, Calvin Gillet, 

Jayne Godfrey, Terry Martin, Mi-

chael Nassaney, Emily Powell, 

LisaMarie Malischke, and James 

Schwaderer. This year’s theme 

was peripheries and boundaries, 

reflecting the unique history of 

the region, as well as address-

ing some issues that inform his-

torical archaeological research 

in the Pacific Northwest. Abun-

dant sunshine welcomed confer-

ence attendees to the gorgeous 

landscape of Seattle and its sur-

rounding area. 

Although presentations 

on the fur trade and New France 

were a bit scarce this year, at-

tendees were offered a variety 

of fascinating papers and post-

ers on other topics. LisaMarie 

Malischke delivered a presen-

tation on the demise of Fort St. 

Pierre, located in Vicksburg, 

Mississippi, and its significance 

as a fort on the periphery, both 

geographically and demograph-

ically. Andrew Beaupre present-

ed a paper on archaeology and 

education outreach, highlight-

ing the importance of instruct-

ing middle school aged students 

on historical archaeology. Emily 

Powell gave a paper discussing 

the changes that occur in expres-

sions of identity on gravestones 

in a Hungarian cemetery located 

in South Bend, Indiana. Dr. Nas-

saney co-authored a poster with 

Cheryl LaRoche looking at how 

racial hierarchy and white privi-

lege have played a part in struc-

turing archaeological institutions, 

such as the Society for Historical 

Archaeology. 
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As in previous years, the 

Fort St. Joseph Project entered 

several photos from the 2012 

field season in the annual photo 

competition at the conference. 

This year we won People’s Choice 

awards in two categories, Archae-

ological Field Work in Progress 

and Diversity. The winning pho-

tos were titled “Mystery Hands 

Helping to Tell a Story” and “17th 

Century Fur Traders.” This is the 

second year that the Diversity 

category has existed in this com-

petition and we are proud to have 

won the award twice. The Fort St. 

Joseph Archaeological Project is 

dedicated to working collabora-

tively with the public to uncov-

er the past. As always, Fort St.  

Joseph alums, students, and fac-

ulty presented brilliantly at this 

year’s conference. 
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Social Media

The Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project is pleased to announce the expansion of its social 

media presence onto several new platforms. In addition to the blog and Facebook, Fort St. Joseph 

is now using several popular social media networks to help expand the project’s outreach of public 

information and better connect with the project’s expanding audience.

On December 3, 2014, the Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project posted to Twitter for the very 

first time!  The post was a simple phrase that archaeologist Michael Nassaney likes to tell his students 

frequently: “It’s not what you find, it’s what you find out.”  You can follow the FSJAP on twitter at @

fsjarchaeology.

With the addition of an Instagram account in March of 2015, the Fort St. Joseph Archaeological 

Project can now connect with the public in a way it never could before. This year’s field school 

students will be encouraged to post photos throughout the day so that the public can get a glimpse 

of daily life as an archaeologist at Fort St. Joseph.
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Continuing Research on Fort St. Joseph Animal 

Bones Focuses on Hide Processing

By Dr. Terry Martin

 Archaeological excavations at Fort St. Joseph demonstrate 

convincingly the importance of wild animal species to the fort’s 

role in western Great Lakes fur trade from the 17th to early 19th 

century. Fragments of bones, teeth, and shells are abundant and 

occur in all areas of the site that have been investigated to date. 

We suspect that the numerous animal remains reflect both the 

consumption of meat as well as hunting and trapping of fur bearing 

mammals for their hides. Since excavations at the Fort St. Joseph 

site began in 2002, Rory Becker (M.A. thesis, 2002), Joe Hearns 

(M.A. thesis, 2015), and Terry Martin (project zooarchaeologist) 

together have documented 50 animal taxa (17 species of mam-

mals, 20 birds, 6 fish, 4 turtles, and 3 freshwater mussels) from 

over 5,600 specimens of bones, teeth, and shells that have been 

identified to date. Not surprisingly, white-tailed deer is the single 

most plentiful species by far.

 Although deer provided venison to the fort’s residents, hides 

were also important for manufacturing moccasins and other leath-

er goods. Whereas researchers working elsewhere have discussed 

the rendering of grease from animal bones to make soup, stews, 

or pemmican, few have considered the possibility that fragment-

ed bones may have been the source of marrow and grease that 

were used for tanning animal skins. Smudge pits identified on the 

terrace above the Fort St. Joseph site (the Lyne site) as well as 

at the fort site suggest that deerskins may have been tanned and 

processed nearby, and this would also help to explain a local note 

detailing expenses that included “deerskin to make shoes” and 

“skins smoked to make shoes.” 
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The lower leg bones have the highest con-

centrations of oleic acid, which some Native Amer-

ican hunters suggested was the most desirable 

marrow both for nutrition and waterproofing hides, 

and the distal tibia, metatarsal, and metacarpal 

from caribou and deer were the preferred bones 

for marrow. Contextual complications for the fort’s 

archaeological deposits mask direct evidence for 

bone grease rendering, let alone using bone grease 

specifically for hide tanning. However, proportion-

al representation of various deer skeletal portions 

may be instructive for local activities. Whereas half 

of the deer bones are from the vertebrae, ribs, and 

cranium, and 45% are from the proximal front and 

hind leg bones, only 6% are from the lower legs 

and feet. If the distal tibia is added to the totals for 

the lower legs, the proportion increases to only 9% 

of the site’s deer specimens. Since ethnographic 

and ethnoarchaeological studies indicate that the 

metacarpal and metatarsal are the most heavily 

utilized bones for marrow and bone grease, this 

small proportion is perplexing. Is it possible that 

these marrow-rich bones were being selected and 

taken elsewhere? 

The intensive, and intentional, breakage of 

deer bones at Fort St. Joseph may be related to 

hide processing instead of, or in addition to, food 

preparation practices. Given the relatively small 

proportions of lower leg bone specimens at Fort St. 

Joseph, perhaps bone grease rendering and hide 

processing occurred at special activity areas near-

by that have not been investigated as thoroughly 

as the fort site on the floodplain. The Lyne site may 

be one such area, as indicated by smudge pits that 

were discovered there during limited excavations. 

If numerous deer bones are eventually encoun-

tered in the areas of these smudge pits, and they 

are in deposits contemporaneous with the occupa-

tions at the fort, we would expect these bones to 

consist mainly of lower leg bones that were spe-

cially selected to be used to process hides before 

smoking the hides over smudge pits. Perhaps the 

underrepresentation of metapodials at the Fort St. 

Joseph site indicates that lower leg bones were 

taken to locations designated for hide tanning. 
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 During the Fall 2014 semester, 

Dr. Nassaney gave the task of preparing a draft 

version of a strategic plan for the Fort St. Joseph Archae-

ological Project to his Historical Archaeology class (ANTH 3030) at 

Western Michigan University. At the beginning of the semester, the class 

was split into two groups: one group to work on the strategic plan and the other 

to work on an application for the National Register of Historic Sites for Ramptown, a 

community of formerly enslaved African-Americans in Cass County. 

 One of the main factors that provided us with information was the 2015 Midwest His-

torical Archaeological Conference, held in Niles, Michigan. There a handful of Dr. Nassaney’s 

students were able to take notes and gather information on what the public, stakeholders, and 

professionals considered to be the drivers and barriers for the Project. 

 This information was then synthesized into categories with various recommendations 

provided from attendees taken into account. Other variables were also considered. Other sites 

similar to Fort St. Joseph were analyzed and patterns were noted as to what made them ei-

ther a success or a failure. The continuation of partnerships and the creation of new ones 

was also an important factor which we included within the strategic plan. The semester 

ended, grades were given, but that does not mean that the strategic plan was fin-

ished. The plan continues to be added to and edited by some of the students 

who created the initial draft, namely Erica Loveland, James Schwaderer, 

Aaron Howard, and John Cardinal. The next goal is to prepare 

a new draft for revision and to present to the Advisory 

Committee this upcoming spring.

Strategic Plan
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