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THE SURMA SIT.lh FORT ERIE 

May, 1965 

I INTRODUCTION' 

The Surma site in Fort Erie is located at the 

~unoture ot ~ueen street and the Niagara Boulevard, on the 

property ot :ur. and Ja'rs. R. Surma, proprietors of the 

Q.ueen •a Hotel. lt was larlely thr'ouuh' their· kind co•operation 

and interest, plus that of sever~l ot the townspeople, no­

tably, :Mr• E. :Barnha~t f;na J4r'.- .,,. Taylor·,· that' the find was 

brought to the attention of' the· Department ~r·Atithropolosy, 

University of Toronto.·.: ·1 

A number of burials had been. encounteref, .. ori the 

Surma property during bulldozing operations for the tounda• 
::· ,, .. ~ ... ·~ ' " ' ' ; 

tion of an extension to the Hotel• Several of these skele• 

tons were brought to Toronto, and the elaborate nature ot 

the associated grave goods seemed to warrant further work in 

the manner of a controlled excavation at this tind• 

The interest in the Surma finds has been a direct· 

result of the interest generated by a find made under s~me• 

what similar initial conditions at the uarinaccio Site 

(ArGf•l) in Julyt 1964. 

In response to the .SUl'ma i1nd1 a small crew e>t 

graduate snd undereraduate students from the Universit7 ot 
Toronto, and workin2- under the auspice; of the Univel:sit7 ot 

l 



l 
I 

·' : 

•
!.·,.·· 

i 

0 
; <\,_) 
' 

·~.·.0, 
·~I 

) ,,,~ 

2 

·Toronto, excavated at the Surma site from i.tay 15 to Jlay 26, 
. 

1965• This was under the· direction of l'fr. w. c. Noble. 

' The students participating were: 

D;. Warner ,A• Tyyska 
G. Gaherty ,L• All worth 
p;. Ramsden ,P• Fair 

,J. Holt ,M• Ve Kenzie 
D. Lumsden .J. McAdam 
D. Smith a. Whaite 

In addition, local help from Fort Erie was re• 

cruited; and invaluable assistzmce was rendered. Some ot 

these were:· 
,:I 

llr. · E• Barnha~'\t 
Jlr. .G. Taylor 
Kr. G. Moot 

:ur. D• Henries 
Mr •. J • Barton 
llr • W • Boyd 

The co•operation and continued intere~·of' the 

Surmas helped greatly in the success ot the excavation, and 

their kindness is greatly appre~iated. 

II DESCRIPTION OF THE SITE 

The site lies on a sandy plain, 250 feet back trom 

the Niagara River, between what.is now the southern side of' 

the ~ueen's Hotel.and ~ueen street. To a limited extent it 

also extends out under the front lawn of the Hotel, and also 

across Q.ueen Street.·. Three areas were excavated (see map of 

si'te) •. 

,;· 

:he first ·io'f these areas waa Area A, located be• 
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tween the south side of the Hotel and Queen street. This 

VJas the vicinity in which the initial burials had· been en-

countered, and thus, excavation began here. Thirty~seven 

five-foot squares were excava.ted &nd eleven burials were re-

covered. More will be said of t~ese shortly • 

The second area (Area $) was in the narrow strip 

60 feet by 8 feet near the :front '.region of the Hotel, be­

tween the ~ueen Street sidewalk and boulevard. This area 

produced post moulds and an occasional pit. No burials were 

encountered. 

The third area (Area C) ~esulted from an indepen­

dent excavation by one of the local residents, :Mr.- William 

Boyd. This was made in the earthen :floor basement of the 

Kline residence directly across Queen Street from Area A ot 

the Hotel. Similar pits and }.)rojectile · points were enooun• 

.tered in Area 0 as in Area A, but no burials were recovered. 

In all, a total of i66 square feet was excavated 

in the three areas mentioned above. 

Stratiliiraphy 

The stratigraphy ot Area A was disturbed for some 

seven feet out from the foundation walls of the Hotel. In 

the central portions of the excavation, however, the normal 
b; 

soil profile was as !allows: 

- -~· 
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Level I comprised the following two layers; 

l) 

2) 

a. top _layer of recent fill and gravel,. 7 to 13 inches 

thiek~ 

a layer .of dark black sandy soil c'ontaining Historic 

materiais, and portions of an old red brick road or 

driveway. Thia level was six to nine inches deep. 

Level I on the average was 12 inches thick • . It varied• 

however, in some instances. 

Level II (12 to 28 inches). This level was composed ot 

dark brown/black sand aoilt and yielded Genesee points 

as well as others• The burial pits nnd intrusive his• 

toric pits out through this level. It was not diecer• 

nablet however, whether the burial pita were intrusive 
,. ti "'.,. ' 

·. because the pit fills were of the same colour and type 

of soils. 

·, 
Level III (28 to 40 inches). This level was composed 

ot yellow sandy subsoil. Most of the burial pits ex• 

tended into, it, otherwise, it. wae sterile. 

The at~atigraphy ot Area B had basically the same 

three-told nature found in Area A. The top level (12 inches) 

was mostly dist.urbed black sandy soil; Under this (13 to 15 

inches) lay Level II• Thie was the major oocupation _level. 

Level III unde~lay Level II and wa s composed of sterile · 

sandy sub•soil. 

I 

Area O had this same soil profile. 

\ .4d00 
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III l!ATERIALS FO~TD 

A) Burials 

Burials were only recovered from .Area A, which, 

during the excavation in May, 1965, yi~lded el.even indivi:"'.' . 

duals~ · To this may be added f'ive more~. These _were repre- ,, 

sented in the skeletal material sent to Toronto in December,_ 
-~ . .. ,, . . ~- .. 

1964. Mr. Earl Baruha~t ~lso 1.nf_o~m,ed th~ author that he 

had seen. a child burial in a pit extending under the sidewalk 

at the Lounge entrance to the Hotel off ~ueen street. This 

we did not excavate. The total number of individuals 1 thent 

that can· definitely be accounted for as ha.vinll come from 
'", ' . ' .. 

Area At is seventeen~ .. -
We found the general state of preservation of the 

·' bone to be very fragile due to heavy water saturation and 

crushing, both from roots and heavy vehicles that over-rode 
. . 

this part of the site. · Recovery or the burial material was, 
as a result, somewhat frustrating. 

In a generalized synthesis regardin~ the ,burials, 

the following statements can be made. 

l) The attitude of the burials was usually flexed with 

the .individual lying on his back and the Upper body .in ana"'" 

tomical position. From the waist down .the legs were folded 

over upon one another. 

2} All ·burials were interred in shallow single graves. 
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These were oval and ranged from three to three•and-a•half 

feet in diameter, ~ith depths from two to two-~nd•a•half 

feet. ( In the case of the dismembered burial No. 10 1 the 

depth of the trenoh-iike pit in which the body was interred 

went to three feet. All other burials were in shallow flat-

' bottomed pits which had a gen~ral orient~tion of east/~est. 

3) Dismemberment occurred in the case of blll'iala 6. and . 
. . , 

10. In addition, buria ls l and .11 had whole portions missing. 

~ . 
· · 4} · A cursory examina tio·n of _the den ti ti on showed that 

· r.aost of the · teeth in the adult individuals were " excessively 

worn down. In some cases the f'la£~wear pattern had exposed 
. ~ 

the dentine and pulp ch.ambers. 

'! 

5) In over all appearance, the racial and physical type 

of these burials most approximate the early Middle Woodland 

Indian population of the Donaldson site (see Wright and 

· · Andersons 1963 ). ' 

6) Grave goods were associated only with males, but ­

. not all ot the males (see Chart l}. T'ne goods were not 

overly numerous, but tended to be fairly elaborate., . More 

will be said of this in .the following. 

B) Artifacts 

The artifacts from the Surma site can be classified 

as coming f'rom three time periods. ·First, there are the 

substantial 'num'ber of .Archaic projectile points; second, 
. . · ...... _.~ 

~,. 
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there are t~e srave 2oods aseod.ated with th~ ator~entioned 

burials; and-finally, there is a small quantity of historic - . . ' -·· . '.. ' ' _, ·~ .. ' . .,.,, ' . 

material. In other words, it would seem that tl;le Sl1rma. site 
.{··.· . ' 

has three distinct c'omponents. 

Of the .Archaic artifacts; Genes$e type p;rojectile 

points were very Qolml'lon. not only in ~evel II ot. the strati• 

araphy, but in a number of the many pits distributed over · 

tho site in Areas A, Band o; Lomoka type Points were al~o 

found.· 

The grave goods associated with the burials seem 
. ~ . ' ,. ' 

to fall within middle to late Middle Woodland times. Oord 

wrapped pottery (cording on the exterior surface only) WS.f.1 
.,., • 1 

. ' , 

found in direct association with several of the b\rlals. A · 

brief tabulation of the type of grave goods in assooiation 
~ '•: - ''1'' • ' > • 

with these burials is as follows• 

l) 

2) 

S) 

4) 

5). 

6) 

'1) 

lonB white cylindrical conch shell beads 
. -

polished stone platform pipes 

poliahed elate pendants 

turtle shell ornaments 

a· bone ·spatula pendant 

worked beaver teeth 

nod~les of red ochre 

' ' 

$) concave triangular cache points {LevaJUi.a type) . 

All. of the above artifacts associated with the 

b~ials would seem to indicate a. J:!elative date 'of tid.dle ·t4'. 
' 

Late Woodland times, ·i.e.,., 300 :SO to 200 AD.: . 
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··The historic materials encountered included brass 

bµttons1 broken glass and pieces ot scrap iron~ These seem 

most likely to date to the per_i,o~ ~f' _ :t:tie War ot _1812 •. The 

t'aot that a portion of the Q.ueen•s Hotel was once a barracks 

.~ · ot that time makes interpretation of these artitactlS mar• in• 
.:·,.! 

telligible. S~veral histo~io pits had.b~ep ~µgin Area A 
' > • • ,. • • •• ·.~ • ' , "<'. • . • 

- and portions ot an otd brick. road ware a~so found.. J'1 .Area 
.... ·. : ;. .~:. { 

These- were -a 
. . 

large one c·ent piece and e smal~ nickel·, 

IV DISCUSSION 

From th~ preliminary examination ot the artifacts 

found at the SUrma site it wo~d seem• as bas alru~_ been 

mentioned.- -~hat we are _dealing with components of -three time 

peJriodst namely, the Archaic, late W.ddle Woodland and Ristor-
- ' . .. - . '. ,., ~. f' - ..• 

ic• Ae there ~s no perceptible way of determine conclusive·· 

·. ly wheth_er the pi ts for the bu.rials encountered were intru-
. ' ' . ' 

sive through.layer 2, which yielded the Archaic materials, 

there are two possible inter~reta.tions'~egarding the burials. 

Either (a) they are to be 'considered as discrete late lliddle 

Woodland burials (Oto 200 .AD)1 independent tromthr.t.ArchaiO 

materialJ or 

(b) the .Al"chaic type projectile. pointo and seve:a1 , 

pieces ot Early Woodland :po~tery are, survi.,al~ into 'JfiddlG ,. 

Woodland. times • 

·'' 
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fh' Jtkeletone• .. by the$.t: pa:tte:r~ ot burial atld. *1.ui 
• , •' -- • -· -~ ... • - • ·,- .- ' - - ' • --·,.' • ' '" • * ' .,. ·' .- • - -· -

ttl>tJ ot "~v• sooda 'aias ociatec.t: with:' themw seem: most likely . 
. ;· j .I' \ • ' " > '" \< . •• ' ·" ·• '• r • ' "' , .... .,. ~ « • , > • ~ ,. 

·.to tall. within late Middle Woodle.nd times~ llopeweUian in.;. 
l ' ' • ' , ( • •' •,. • • • .. • I •• .. i " ~ ,. • ''· ' J ,._ ' ' ,,. • •' 

·As so little work liaES '.been done on ~e Canadian 'sid•" ot thiq: 
' • • • • • • • .,~.' • • >< • • ~ • •• •• • • - • -

' 

area, tew ge~eralizattons <;an. be made about thia. part.f.(:Ula~ 

·time horizon. 
~·. 

" 
~e influences ot Hopewell into southwestern 

Ontai.-i,o are- definite, but the route by which they ditf'usf.td 

i• as yet. undetennined.+ .lt .. ?DA_1 be a~ .. !'fohneon believes that 

the Gen•s~e Valley was a centre of Jiop~ellian J.nt1uence tot . 
' . - .... ....,. "~ .. ., ... •·-· ' . ' '. . . \' 

·both en~ ot ,~e Ontu1o (see lohnson•s i'OPort-.n-ilerpont 
. . .. ' , .. ·~ . "' - .. ' . '-.. _, . ·- .. . . . . ' , 

>iounds, n~)··, :Plattom ·pip~s tend; to 'be regai:ded ae iate. 
• '· . • • . . ' ., ·~ • --· • - -"'' • .. -· . t . . . ' ' . . - f , ~ 

Middle We>odland time ma.~kers, and the one11 tound. a~· the 
' ' - ' ' ,. ~ - l •. •.-~ - ~ - -- . ,._ ' . 

surma sit.e are .de:f'ini~ely ot a material alien ~o the lo~al 

Wile conch ehell 'beads also indicate an iml>(>rt to the 
• > • r ',· .. ' •' '. • • ' 

Fort :i;J.Q. region and most likely have rea'?hed this a:rea Yia 

abor1aina1 ttade from the (;-ult of F1oriN. •. 

llo definite village area was encountered. tor 
either of the two aboriginal oeeupa~ione at the Burma site! 

Post moulds were found i~ .Area Bi· but tl'J.$7 did not follow 

any recognizable pattern. ·lt would aleo bEI Yer7 d.1fficu;Lt ~°' 
I ' . ·- • ' •, I '," . ·--

.~;establieh ·metlier these· post· ~oulds were aef;Sociated wltb, ani 

ot the sriitestation~ in J.;tea.A. 

,, 
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Al:'ea C contain~d no burials, but did have pits which 

yielded the Archaic Genesse type projectile points. It is 

quite likely .then that there was an extensive Archaic com• · 

ponent in and around the sunna site. No Early Woodland com• 

ponent · was e11.~_ouritered at ·the Surma site as did at the r · 

Orchid aite immediately down the street at Marinaocio•e. 

Several sherdp·of Vinette I ware did oocur wtth 

'burial S;. Thea~, howev~rt we~e fou..'l'l~ ~bove, the 1:>ur~a1, _ ~nd 

:Levanna type points were directly associated with the eltel~~ · 

ton• "'11.e inference is, then, that soni~ Early Woodland ware 
'· eu;.vived to late Jn,ddle Woodland times• ··-· . .... , . 

~. ' .. ' 

' ~V SUMMARY ...... .... 

'•. 
The Surma site is significant because 1 t repre- '. 

sent~ one ot the few excavat~ons done on the Canadian side 

of the Niagara frontier region. Aa such it has represented 

at it two possible aboriefhal components •• i.e. Archaic;t 

and late M1ddle Woodland -- plus an Historic component• ·· 

. The associations .. of the Archaic material are not as yet 
. ..i..• ' . . '' . ' . . . . '·' . . . .. .. . . , 

· clearlY. _ und~1.'.(3tood and_ will n_ot be , until"a. final analysis 

is made. From the late Middle Woodland 'burials, seventeen 
.......... __ . . ,. 

individ.ua.ia c;an be definitely accounted f'or as coming· from . 

Area A ot the Surma site. Eleven of these were excavated 
. . 

~der control.led conditions by the crew from the University 

ot ':oronto and parts of five more individuals have been re• 

covered • . · 
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Number 

:Buria1 ·1 

:atirial 3 

Burial 4 

:Burial :S 

~ial ~ 

Burial ? 

Burial 8 · 

Burial 9 · 

:Burial 10 

13Urial 11 . 

0 K A R ~- . 1 
..... ' · 

~ea A 

Q!ave Goods 

~- \ 
9 

.. - ' .<: .. : ~~' 

... 
. ' ·'' 

, t 

\ 
'· 

\ 

{ t • : 

Square 

polished atone semi• Male 
platform pipe 

. • . '•i·· 

.· , Onondaga chert 
:flakes 

Female 

cjylindrical 'conch Male ' 
~iell beads, po-- · 

.A .. 27 

lished slate pend~ 
nnt and ll Levanna. 

. -~D;ohe points · 

v;~~; ;i~tone 

none 
• . I~ • 

Leva.nna. pro~ ec:tile. 
· point 

none 

3 .Levanna projec• 
tile points . 

. whetetone1, beaver 
incisors, gorget 

5 Levanna. proj ec• 
tile points 

pottery and shell 
necklace 

Male 
. ' 

A•l5 

A•7 -
: :1 .. ,;· 

Child , 

undetermined '· A•31 ' · 

'· .' 

Male A~31 8c 32 

undetermined A":"32 &: 25 ... 

Male A•25 

? dismembered A•.31 · · 

:Male . A•24 
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