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IRON TRADE KNIVES
ON
HISTORIC PETUN SITES

ABSTRACT

H storic Petun Sites in Southern Ontario have yielded a
variety of iron knives of French origin. These appear to fall
into five main types, each of which is described and di scussed
in this paper.

INTRODUCTION

The early and consistent popularity of the knife as a trade
item has been the subject of comrent by such witers as G| bert
Hagerty (1963; particularly 108-113) and George Qi nby (1966,
Chapter 5). A check of Ontario site reports would probably
denmonstrate that this itemwas as popular in Ontario as anywhere
else. Certainly at the St. Louis Site and the Train Site in
Huronia (Jury & Jury 1955: 52), and on the MacMurchy Site in the
Petun country (Bell, n.d.), iron knives outnunmbered the conbi ned
total of all other European netal tools.

The sanpl e of trade knives which formthe basis of this paper
cane fromtwelve sites. These are found along a |line drawn dia-
gonally fromthe Township of Mulmur, Dufferin County, into the
Townshi p of Collingwod, Grey County. All sites are intimately
known to the witer, who has found nothing inconsistent in them
with their identification as the sites of the Tobacco Nati on,
Tionontate or Petun; who resided in the area until their dispersal
in 1650 A.D. (Boyle, 1889: 4-15).

Sone parts of Ontario have a nunber of historically identified
sites fromthe European trade period enabling one to assign fairly
close dates to trade itens. Fortunately this is the case in the Petun
area, where the witer is able to draw on a variety of sources for
dating the sites.

If one can assunme that a nere trickle of French goods reached
the Petuns prior to actual French contact, and that the great bul k of
French nmaterial entered after, and perhaps in consequence of
Chanplain's visit in the winter of 1615/1616 A.D. (Chanplain, 1929:



4 ONTARI O ARCHAEOLOGY NO 13

94-96), then the Historic Sites should be dividable, on the basis
of trade goods type and frequency, into at |least three nmmjor periods:-

(1) Prior and to 1615 A D.; "Early Contact"
(2) 1615 A.D. to 1639 A D.; "Contact".
(3) 1639 A.D. to 1650 A D.; "M ssion".

The twel ve sites fromwhich the knife sanpl es have been ob-
tai ned are arranged accordin? to the above chronology in Table 1.
Unfortunately only a few knives are available fromthe Petun area,
so that no definite conclusions as to varying preferences in style
and availability of types through time, can yet be drawn.

TYPOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

George Quinby was primarily concerned with the iron knife
along with other trade goods, as tinme period indicators. For this
pur pose he recogni zed two types, clasp-knives and butcher-knives
(Qui nby, 1966: 68-69). On the other hand, G lbert Hagerty, after an
intensive study of 161 knives from Oneida sites, first established
ten types, and later, by extending his geographical and historica
di nensi ons, another nine (Hagerty, 1963: 93). Since al nost any
number of "types" could be established dependi ng on
the degree of simlarity or dissinmlarity between knives, the witer
has been guided by nore practical considerations. For exanple, while
t he roundness or the pointedness of the blade tip may be inportant to
the function of the knife, this trait is not considered in the
witer's typol ogy because the tip is usually nmissing, or if present,
too corroded to allow determ nation of original shape, condition, and
degree of subsequent reworking. It follows that if missing or
corroded tips are nore frequent features than bl ades in good
condition, to set up a trait table requiring a good blade tip for
classification would be to render the greater nunber of knife finds
unt ypabl e.

KNIFE TYPES

For the purpose of this paper the witer has divided his specinmen
knives fromhistoric Petun sites into the following five types:-

(1) Cl asp-knife

(2) Col I ared Knife

(3) Stemmed Knife with Pronounced Hee
(4) Stemmed Knife with Tapered Hee
(5) One- pi ece Knife
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Six types of Iron Knife, Five of which are found on Historic

Petun Sites.

Arrows enphasi ze di agnostic features.
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Phot ogr aphs of Speci nens described in the Text.
Arrows enphasi ze di agnostic features.
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(1)  CLASP-KNIFE

George Quinby wote that, "Iron clasp-knife blades 4 or 5
inches long, with French nanmes stanped on them are representative
of the Early and Mddle Hi storic Periods ...". Despite consider-
abl e variation, each of these knives can be classed in one of two
naj or types - those with sharply pointed bl ades or those with
bl ades shaped sonewhat |ike the bill of a hawk. Al have a hori -
zontal transverse flange at the top of the butt of the blade and a
hol e through the blade at the basal end. Al of these bl ades
originally had inpressed upon themthe nanes of their makers ...
but in nobst cases pitting fromrust has obliterated the nanufac-
turer's name." (Quinby, 1966: 68).

The purpose of the "horizontal transferse flange" is to give
rigidity to the open blade, and the "hole through the bl ade at the
basal end" held the rivet on which the action hinged. In sone cases
the rivet is found in place.

Gl bert Hagerty's description (Hagerty, 1963: 98, Type "J"):
"Cl asp-knife blade; small horizontal flange at swivel end; hole at
swi vel end; blade usually |eaf-shaped” is acconpani ed by an
illustration conplying with Quinby's term"sharply pointed". d asp-
kni fe bl ades resenbling the "bill of a hawk" are absent from both
the Oneida and Petun sites, the reason for their absence from Petun
sites being perhaps explainable in terms of tinme, for an exanple
illustrated by Hagerty is froma |later Onondaga site, circa 1700
A.D. (Hagerty, 1963: 107, Figure 7 "Q").

Phot ograph "A" is of a typical blade of this sharp-pointed type,
4" |long, conplete with hinge-rivet and transverse flange. If there
was a maker's mark, it is obliterated by rust. There is no indication
of the type of handl e or operating nechanism but the blade itself is
conpl ete and a good exanpl e of the type. Excavated by the witer in
1962 froma midden of the "M ssion" period in Collingwod Townshi p,
site designated BdHb-2. (Site designations are in accordance with
Borden, 1952 and Garrad, 1967).

Phot ograph "B" is of a further exanple of this type, but broken at
the tip and with the rivet mssing. About half-way al ong the speci nen
three small uniformrust marks may indicate a maker's mark. It was
found by the witer on the surface of a large site in Collingwood
Townshi p, believed to have been a Jesuit M ssion, (site designated
BdHb- 1) .

(2) COLLARED KNIFE

The diagnostic trait of this type is the "collar" between the
bl ade and the handle, created by a thickening in the netal. The
bl ade, collar and handl e-stemare all one piece. The shape of the
collar seens to becone nore pronounced and ornanmental in |ater
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years but during this period it is a sinple thickening. The handl e
is conpleted by the riveting of wood, bone or horn pieces to the
iron stem indicated by a variable nunber of rivets or rivet-holes.
The bl ade tip may be blunt (rounded) or sharp (pointed), and the
Heel may be pronounced or tapered.

Site reports in describing knives are usually not detailed
enough to distinguish the existence of the separate types, but a
coll ared speci men was specifically described by Kenneth E. Kidd from
Ste. Marie | as having ".. a blade of the usual type and part of an
iron handl e whi ch nust have been encased in bone or wood originally.
It was exceptional, however, in having a raised collar between the
two. Remains of rivets were evident in the handle". (Kidd, 1949
110, illustrated on Plate XLII "D").

Hagerty subdi vi des Oneida collared knives into two types
dependi ng on edge shape. (Hagerty, 1963: 98, Types "D' and "E").

Phot ograph "C' is a good exanple of the collared type. The
handl e is broken off at the second rivet, the first rivet renaining
in place, and retaining some of the handle material, apparently
horn, on both sides. The collar is oval in cross-section. The bl ade
neasures 3.5 inches fromcollar to tip, and in spite of the
corrosion, both tip and bl ade edge have renai ned sharp. The stur-

di ness of this sanple might indicate that it is the remains of a

| arger much-sharpened knife. The bl ade was excavated by the witer
in 1964 froma midden on a large site of the "Contact" period in
Not t awasaga Townshi p, (site designated BbHa-7).

Phot ograph "D' is another exanple of this type, noteworthy for
being sufficiently corrosion-free to reveal the mark "AG', the
significance of which is unknown to this witer. No maker having
these initials appears on Quinby's list (Quinby, 1966: 68). It is
broken at both ends and the original blade configuration can not be
estimated. It was a surface find by the witer fromthe sane site as
"B".

(3) STEMMED KNIFE WITH PRONOUNCED HEEL

The bl ade and handl e stemof this type of knife are forned from
a single piece of flat netal, the handle, as with the collared knife,
being built up by rivetting two pieces to the stem The blade is
usual |y much wi der than the handle, perhaps twi ce so, and the hee
mar ki ng the reduction of the width between bl ade and handle is
pronounced. The blade tip may be pointed or rounded judging fromthe
specinens illustrated in the two Ste. Marie | reports (Kidd, 1949
Plate XLIIT "E', "F" and "J"; Jury & Jury, 1954: Plate XI11 "a.l"),
but all known Petun specinmens are pointed conplying with Hagerty's
description: "Flat handle with no m d-section division. Wde bl ade
straight cutting edge; straight heel; blunt point; evenly tapered"
(Hagerty, 1963: 98, Type 'B").
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Phot ograph "E" depicts this type. The bl ade tapers to a point,
slightly damaged at the tip. The handle is broken, and the one
remai ning rivet hole sealed by corrosion. The cutting edge is dul
and the broken stem noticeably burred from bei ng hammered, indicating
use after the handl e had broken away. It was excavated by the witer
fromthe sane nidden as "C"

Phot ograph "F" is a badly broken specimen but interesting
because of its thin gauge, which perhaps assisted its deterioration
but may indicate availability to the Indians of a selection of
differing sizes and thicknesses of knife. It was found by the farmn-
owner on the surface of the same site as "C' and is now in
possession of the witer.

(4) STEMMED KNIFE WITH TAPERED HEEL

Simlar to type (3) the blade and handle stemare forned from a
single flat piece of nmetal, with two side pieces being rivetted to
the stemto forma handle. The diagnostic element of this type is
that the heel formed by the reduction of the width fromblade to
handl e is mnor, or even non-existent, lost in the curvature of
crescent - edged bl ades. That this feature is a true trait and not
the result of corrosion or sharpening is shown for exanple by the
popul arity of this type, at St. Louis (Jury & Jury, 1955: Plate 5,
Photo 4, 4th and 5th specinmens). The single knife illustrated from
t he Ossossane Gssuary is of this type, conplete with a wooden handl e
(Kidd, 1953: 371, Fig. 128 "C'). Hagerty, as with the Collared
Knife, divides this type into two bl ade shape cl asses (Hagerty,
1963: 98, Types "A" and "C").

Phot ograph "G' is an exanple of this type retaining the charac-
teristic mnor heel even though too broken to determine blade tip
shape or overall length. The flat handle stemis broken at the first
rivet hole in spite of the sturdy gauge of the specinen. It was found
by the farm-owner on the surface of the sane site as "C' and i s now
in the possession of the witer.

Phot ograph "H' is a fine exanple of the type. It is al nost
conpl ete, lacking only the added handl e si de-pieces. It's overal
length is 7.5 inches. The blade tip is pointed and the edge curved.
It woul d appear to be designed for butchering, inserting, cutting and
slicing. This sanple is in the Collingwod Miseum collection and is
froma site in Nottawasaga Townshi p, nmost probably an "Early Contact"
site designated BcHb-22.

(5)  ONE-PIECE KNIFE

The diagnostic feature of this type is that the entire handle
and blade are nade from a single piece of netal, the thickness of
the handle being, in all specinens known to this witer, offset to
one side. Hagerty illustrates a perfect exanple of the type with a
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"handl e on slightly raised plane on one side" (Hagerty, 1963: 100).
He describes it's characteristics as, "Long narrow bl ade; offset
handl e; bellied cutting edge; point indeterni nate" (Hagerty, 1963
98, Type "F"). The Petun Indians apparently preferred this type of
kni fe as potential harpoon nmaterial, for three of the five known

Pet un speci nens have been so nodified. In one case a single barb was
cut into the handle; in the other two cases barbs were cut into the
bl ades (See Plate 1). In view of these nodifications, all five known
Pet un specinens will be nentioned and illustrated. The witer has

l ocated no specific description or illustration in Ontario site
reports indicating the finding of this type el sewhere, but has notes
of two found in the Neutral area (J. B. Mdrton and T. Kenyon, Pers
Coms., See Table 2).

Illustration "I" is sketched froma specinen in the Adans
Col I ection, housed in the Royal Ontario Museum At the time of
witing, this specinmen was not available for further study and
phot ography, so the scale and detail may not be exact. It is a
| arge specinen and the blade corroded to the extent that it is not
certain how many barbs were cut, but it appears three or four. This
speci nen was found on the presuned site of a Jesuit Mssion in the
Townshi p of Collingwood, (designated BcHb-27).

Phot ograph "J" is of a further exanple of the blade nodified
into a harpoon. The sanple is nuch corroded and the tip broken so
that the original nunber of barbs is not known. As a knife it bears

little resenblance to the specinen "I", having a tapered handl e
rather than rounded, nore resenbling Hagerty's illustration. It
shares with specinmen "I" a snall knob on the end of the handle, a

feature al so present on specinen "L". This specinmen is in the
Col I i ngwood Museum col l ection and is froma site probably of the
"M ssion" period in Nottawasaga Township (site designated BcHb-19).

Phot ograph "K' is of a knife nodified into a single-barb har-
poon and in this exanple the handl e, not the blade, was cut.
Al though very corroded, the offset handle is evident to the touch,
the far side in the photograph being quite flat in line with the
blade. It is not possible to judge if the blade was deliberately
severed or nerely broken off. It was found by the witer on the
surface of a known Jesuit Mssion in Nottawasaga Township, (site
desi gnat ed BcHb-10).

Phot ograph "L" is that of a better preserved specinen, although
the blade tip is mssing. Like "J" the handle tapers to the bl ade and
like "J" and "I1" there is a knob at the handle's end, in this case
bei ng pronounced and | op-sided such as mght result froma casting
process. In cross-section the handle is not half-nobon as is the case
with the others but nore triangular, causing a ridge pronounced
enough to be observabl e in the photograph. The decoration is confined
to the visible raised side, the far side being flat and plain. This
specinen is in the Collingwod Miseum col |l ection
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and is fromthe sane site as "C', "E', "F'" and "G'.

Phot ograph "M is of a "Cne-Piece Knife" differing fromthe
ot her exanples. The handl e taper is barely discernable, the handle
end is flat rather than a knobbed triangle. In cross-section it
resenbles a half-noon and is decorated only on the rounded side. A
| arge segnment of the blade is absent. This specinmen is in the
Col i ngwood Museum col l ection and is fromthe sane site as "L" and
ot hers.

MISSING KNIFE TYPES

Mention has already been nade of clasp-knives "wi th bl ades
shaped sonewhat |ike the bill of a hawk"; the suggestion having been
made that these belong to a slightly later period. G lbert Hagerty
wites that several of this type came from Onondaga graves, circa
1700. Dawson (1969: 48) describes one of this type froma |evel at
the Longlac Site dated at 1740-1789. Other types are described as
"l'ittle knives called janbettes" (Hagerty, 1963: 109, quoting Father
Brebeuf in 1637) ; "small pocket knives" (Hagerty, 1963: 109, quoting
Father Peron in 1639); "large clasp knives with horn handl es"”
(Hagerty, 1963: 109, quoting Father Cravier in 1702); "long knives,
cutteau knives, French cutteau knives, cutteau knives nos. 1, 2, 3;
| ong knives sheat hed; brass wought pen knives; long fish knives ..
clasp knives; scal ping knives; small cutteau knives; buck handl ed

kni ves; buckhorn clasp knives .., crocked knife; and small knives
..." (Hagerty, 1963: 109, quoting Sir WIIiam Johnson); "butcher
knives, of two sizes; ... canoe knives; ... clasp knives" (Qui nby,
1966: 65, quoting Bauxar 1959); "Flem sh knives ..." (Quinby, 1966

66, quoting Brown 1918). Such nanes, based on appearance, use or
origin, do not assist our establishment of a typol ogy based on
observabl e physical traits.

One type seenmingly absent from Petun sites w thout ready ex-

planation is the "Rat-Tail" knife. This is a collared or uncollared
bl ade, with or without heel terminating in a tang, prong. or "rat-
tail" for insertion into a one-piece handle with a hollow centre.

Hagerty has so nany fromhis Oneida sites that they required

subdi vision into two types. On three of the ten sites in his study the
"rat-tail" was the only type found and on another three sites
represent the major type (Hagerty, 1963: 98, types "G' and "H', and
94, Table 1). Since they are thought to have been avail able as early
as the year 1600, and were very conmon in the Oneida territory by
1639, their absence (so far) from Petun sites is perhaps expl ai nabl e
as preference (Hagerty, pers. com) or as a difference between Dutch
and French trade knives. A search of publications yielded only one
illustration of a "rat-tail" knife; froma nmission site in Huronia
destroyed in 1649 (Jury & Jury, 1955: 36, illustrated in Plate 5,
Photo 4, Specinen 1). Another specinmen formng part of the "French
Trade CGoods" display in the Royal Ontario Museum basenent is al so

t hought to be fromthe Mdl and
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TABLE 1
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PRESENCE OF | RON TRADE KNI VES ON H STORI C PETUN SI TES

Unt ypabl e
Site No. Fragments. Untypabl e.
Ti me and Type Type Type Type Type Author's Reported by
Period Township 1 2 3 5 Collection Ohers
e BbHa- 12 Col I'i ngwood
Mul rmur Bul | etin,
6, 1908.
e BcHb- 20 Present
Not t awasaga
e BcHb- 22
Not t awasaga
e BcHb- 26 Bell, n.d.
Col I i ngwood
c BbHa- 4 Wnt enberg, W
Not t awasaga n. d.
c BbHa- 7 C EF L, N Vébst er,
Not t awasaga pers. com
c BbHa- 10
Not t awasaga
iy BcHo- 10 K  Present
rr BcHb- 19 J Wnt enberg, W
Not t awasaga n. d.
m BcHb- 27
Col I i ngwood
m BdHb- 1 B D Present Pr esent
Col I i ngwood
m BdHb- 2 A Present Pr esent
Col I i ngwood

NOTE: Sites are designated in accordance with the Borden Schene (Borden

1952; Garrad,
- early contact,
m ssi on,

1967) .
prior to 1615 A D.;

cont act,

Lower case letters indicate three tine periods:-e
1615-1639 A.D.; m-

1639- 1950 A D. Wper case letters refer to photographs on
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TABLE 2

13

PRESENCE OF | RON TRADE KNI VES | N AREAS ADJACENT TO THE PETUN

SI TES 1 2 3 4 5 rat- AUTHORI TY
tail
Angout enc - X X X - - F. Ridley, pers. com
Bristow - - X - - - Sweet man, 1967.
H
u Frank Bay - X - - - - Ri dl ey, 1954.
R
0 Or Lake - X - - - - Hagerty, 1963; quoting
N E. R Channen
A Cssossane
R Cssuary X - - X - - Kidd, 1953.
E
A St. Louis - - - X - X Jury 4 Jury, 1955.
St. Mariel x - X - - - Kidd, 1949, Jury &
Jury, 1955.
Beverly X - - - - - T. Kenyon, pers. com
Twp. quoting George Cee
N
E Br adt - - - X - - T. Kenyon, pers. com
u
T Dwyer X X X X X X Rut herford Smith col -
R Cssuary | ection (McMaster
A Uni versity)
L
Martin - X - - - - T. Kenyon, pers. com
A
R  Seal ey - - - X - - T. Kenyon, pers. com
E
A al ker - X - - - - Ri dl ey, 1961.
Uncertain - X - - X - J. B. Morton collection
Uncertain - - - X - - G Parkin collection

NOTE: This table was conpiled fromthe few published adequate des-
criptions and private notes, as a test of the witer's typology. It
is not the result of extensive research.
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The witer admits that to propose that a type is absent nerely
because no specinen is known to have been found is not conclusive.
Further, the fragmentary and corroded nature of odd bits of netal
often defy determination of the artifact, let alone allocation to a
specific type. Also discouraging is the lack of adequate detail of
knife finds in Site Reports, preventing real conparisons being
dr awn.

FURTHER STUDY

Access to the witer's knife specinmens, both to those illus-
trated and others; to those in the Collingwod Miseum and to
further details of the Sites on which they were found, is avail able
to any serious student.

CONCLUSION

Hi storic Petun sites yield evidence confirmng the popularity
of the iron trade knife. Type availability and preference observed
on Petun historic sites appear to correspond with sites of the sanme
period in Huron and Neutral areas but not to the sanme degree on New
York sites.
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