
D ifférentes raisons poussaient les peuples 
autochtones à se rencontrer pour commercer 

et à construire des maisons dans des endroits 
particuliers. Ceux qui se déplaçaient, comme 
les Stoneys-Nakodas, les Cris, les Siksikas, les 
Assiniboines et d’autres nations des Prairies 
retournaient aux mêmes endroits pour pêcher et 
chasser à différents moments de l’année. Ceux qui 
cultivaient certains de leurs aliments, comme les 
Haudenosaunees, les Mi’kmaq, les Ojibwés et d’autres 
peuples de l’est du Canada construisaient leurs 
maisons dans des villages, sur de bonnes terres. Les 
lacs et les rivières leur servaient de routes.

Quand les peuples autochtones ont conclu des 
traités, le gouvernement les a généralement 
déplacés hors de leur territoire familier. Il leur a 
donné des terres limitées pour que les colons 
puissent avoir des fermes et créer leurs propres 
villages. Des voies ferrées ont été construites partout 
et ont amené d’autres nouveaux venus.

Quand les colons ont agrandi leurs communautés, ils 
se sont souvent installés sur des sites autochtones. 
Ils ont parfois déplacé les restes des sites et des 
lieux de commerce autochtones, quand ils ne les ont 
pas déterrés et conservés.

Il existe des lieux de vie et de rassemblement autochtones 
un peu partout au pays. Mais ils sont difficiles à trouver, 

enfouis sous les villes et les villages du Canada.

Cette illustration de 1893 montre le lac Ontario, la ville de Toronto et les terres plus au nord.
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Dans la plus grande ville du Canada, on ne 
trouve presque plus de traces du passé des 

Autochtones. Mais pendant au moins 600 ans, des 
Premières Nations – surtout des Wendats – ont 
vécu dans près de 100 villages éparpillés autour 
du Grand Toronto actuel. Ces gens cultivaient du 
maïs et déplaçaient ensuite leurs villages quand 
ils avaient abattu tous les arbres et que les terres 
devenaient moins fertiles. Des combats contre les 
Haudenosaunees ont poussé les Wendats vers le 
nord, jusqu’à la baie Georgienne, puis vers l’est 

jusqu’au Québec. Après leur départ, les Senecas 
et une nation anishinaabe, les Mississaugas of 
the New Credit, se sont installés dans la région. 
Beaucoup d’objets des Premières Nations ont 
été découverts quand Toronto s’est agrandie 
et que des ouvriers ont creusé dans le sol pour 
construire de nouveaux bâtiments. Il y a un siècle, 
il était courant que des gens de Toronto prennent 
une pelle, tout simplement, et creusent dans des 
endroits où se trouvaient d’anciens villages des 
Premières Nations.

Toronto, ville wendatToronto, ville wendat

Y avait-il un espace communautaire ou un lieu de rencontre 
autochtone là où se trouve aujourd’hui ton village ou ta ville? 

Comment peux-tu le savoir?

touch on an ancestral Wendat site. Williamson points to the 
2005 rediscovery of the Teston Ossuary in Vaughan, Ontario, as 
a moment of awakening for the Wendat in retaking ownership of 
their history in the Toronto area. When work crews disturbed the 
burial site while widening a road, there was immediate collabora-
tion between the municipality and the Wendat; the road allow-
ance was shifted, and the ossuary was left largely undisturbed.  

Then, in 2013, the remains of more than 1,600 ancestors 
from previously excavated ossuaries, which had been sitting in 
boxes at the University of Toronto for as long as sixty years, 
were repatriated to the Kleinburg Ossuary in Vaughan, north 
of Toronto, in a ceremony involving Wendat from several 
descendant communities. The Huron-Wendat Nation now 
sends a surveillant — an overseer — to represent the interests 
of the nation at every excavation of an ancestral site. In this 
way the Wendat have re-entered their own history as active 

subjects, rather than mere objects of study.
The return of the Wendat to their ancestral villages and 

ossuaries has brought new perspectives to the practice of 
archaeology itself. While much has been learned about Wen-
dat history, this increased knowledge has come at an immense 
cost: the complete obliteration of the remains of several villag-
es. As Birch said, “When you do a full excavation, you get one-
hundred-per-cent recovery, but you also have one-hundred-
per-cent destruction” — and nothing in Ontario legislation 
mandates that an archaeological site not be excavated. Some of 
these “stripped” sites have been integrated into parks and pub-
licly memorialized, like the fourteenth-century Alexandra Site 
in north Scarborough, east of Toronto. Others, though, have 
been wiped away entirely, such as the fifteenth-century Keffer 
Site, which sits unmarked beneath a Vaughan industrial unit.

For the Huron-Wendat, these sites are sacred places where 

the spirits of their ancestors still reside. Their council at 
Wendake has passed a resolution that no new salvage excava-
tions should take place, preferring instead that sites be pre-
served in the ground. Lesage said while an exception might 
be made if there is a significant opportunity to learn more 
about a period that is not well-documented, “we would like 
to make that decision.” 

The non-Wendat archaeologists Williamson and Birch concur. 
Williamson points out that in the decade from 2000 to 2010 the 
remains of more than 250 longhouses — structures central to 
Wendat social, cultural, and spiritual life — have been destroyed 
through excavation. For her part, Birch said, “I would find it hard 
to justify stripping a site for purely academic interest.” 

For Williamson, the solution lies at the municipal level, 
where actual planning decisions are made. “When you have a 
municipal archaeological master plan, and can identify poten-
tial sites early on in the planning process,” he said, “you have a 
much greater possibility of protecting the site.”

Another weakness in Ontario’s legislation concerns the leg-
acy of these excavations. Birch laments that archaeologists are 
under no obligation to share their findings, whether through 
public education or the publication of research. Likewise, 
there is no legislation to cover what happens to excavated 
artifacts. Williamson estimates that there are some twenty 
thousand bankers boxes of objects scattered about Ontario in 
university departments, warehouses, and even private homes, 
where they are largely inaccessible to academic researchers or 
to the descendants of the people who created them. What is 
needed, Williamson argues, is a legacy collection, run in col-
laboration with First Nations, where this cultural resource can 
be made available to researchers and the public.

On the east bank of the Humber River, adjacent to the 
Kleinburg Ossuary, sits the Skandatut Site. This settlement, 
inhabited in the late-sixteenth century, is perhaps the most 
extensive and significant site to have remained largely undis-
turbed. Williamson believes that it may even be the place to 
which the Wendat decided to retreat from the Toronto area at 
the turn of the seventeenth century. By the turn of the twenty-
first century, the site, like so many others, was slated for urban 
development. A full salvage excavation had already begun in 
2010, when lawyers for the Huron-Wendat Nation successfully 
petitioned the courts to halt all archaeological work on the site. 

After negotiations among the municipality, the province, 
the property owner, and the Wendat, a deal was announced 
in 2012 to protect and to preserve Skandatut. While the 
property remains in the hands of a developer for the moment, 
details are being worked out to ensure its transfer to a public 
agency. Katrina Guy, the city of Vaughan’s cultural heritage 
coordinator, affirmed the vision for the site: The unexcavated 
Skandatut village site, the Humber River, and the Kleinburg 
Ossuary will together form a “cultural heritage landscape” 
that will forever preserve a piece of Wendat Toronto for 
future generations. “With Skandatut,” said Guy, “we have a 
unique chance to provide continuity in the landscape. We 
can’t stop change, but we can connect to the natural and 
human heritage.”

Why does any of this matter? Both Birch and Williamson 
became interested in archaeology when they came to appre-
ciate the antiquity of human presence in southern Ontario, 
a fact that still has the power to surprise the public. When 
Canadians understand that history did not begin with the 
arrival of French explorers, but that people have been here for 
at least ten thousand years, their perspectives are broadened. 
As Williamson put it, “we have a responsibility to the ancestral 
landscape, which is alive in many ways.”

In a sense, Wendat civilization presaged the contemporary city. 
For example, the ceramics collected from the Mantle Site origi-
nated from throughout the Iroquoian world, from the St. Law-
rence River to upstate New York, arriving there through trade 
and the movement of peoples. This collection prompted William 
Engelbrecht, a professor at The State University of New York at 
Buffalo, to comment, “It’s like Toronto before Toronto.” 

Speaking for the Huron-Wendat, Louis Lesage notes that 
Toronto is the largest, most prosperous, and most cosmopoli-
tan city in Canada, and he draws a lesson for its current inhab-
itants: “It takes water, land, and natural resources to support 
such a city, and our ancestors were able to identify the best 
place to settle, and so they became a prosperous nation. We 
found a place where we could develop a true civilization, and 
the city of Toronto is the continuation of what our ancestors 
identified.” He continues: “We would like those who live in 
Toronto, and immigrants who go to Toronto, to know that 
this enormous, diverse city is there thanks to another civiliza-
tion that preceded it.” 

Top left: Archaeologists at the Alexandra Site near Scarborough, Ontario, stake out the dimensions of a Wendat longhouse and its 
subsequent extensions. Top right: Wendat and local representatives take part in the dedication of a plaque at the Mantle Site in 
Stouffville, northeast of Toronto. Centre: An owl effigy that was part of a Wendat clay pipe. Centre right: A stone projectile point from 
the Mantle Site. Above left: A Wendat clay smoking pipe as it was found on the Alexandra Site. Above right: A Turtle Clan longhouse 
stands on the Wendat heritage site in the Crawford Lake Conservation Area southeast of Toronto.
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These beads made from shell, bone, and stone emerged at the 
Skandatut Site in Vaughan, Ontario.
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Cette reconstitution d’une 
maison longue du clan de 
la Tortue s’élève sur un site 
patrimonial wendat près de 
Toronto. L’image de gauche 
montre l’endroit où se trouvait 
un groupe de maisons 
longues dans l’actuelle ville de 
Scarborough (Ont.). Celle de 
droite montre un archéologue 
qui marque le site d’une maison 
wendat dans la même région.
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La gare d’autobus et de train Allandale, à Barrie (Ont.), 
a été construite sur un site d’enfouissement wendat. 
Des ossements y ont été découverts dès 1846, mais 

la construction des chemins de fer s’est quand même 
poursuivie à partir de la fin des années 1880.

Des chasseurs cris et leurs familles 
ont poursuivi les bisons pendant 

des milliers d’années dans le sud de la 
Saskatchewan. Ils jetaient les os de bisons 
à un endroit qu’ils avaient baptisé Oskana 
kaasateki, ce qui veut dire « les os empilés 
ensemble ». Cette région a ensuite été 
appelée « le Tas d’os », puis Wascana et 
ensuite Regina, après la signature du Traité 
No 4 en 1874.

Le Tas d’osLe Tas d’os
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L’explosion d’Halifax, en 1917, a causé une immense vague qui 
a anéanti la colonie mi’kmaq de Turtle Grove, ou Turtle Cove, à 

Dartmouth (N.-É.). Les survivants ont été envoyés vivre ailleurs. 
L’armée canadienne a construit des appartements, des écoles, des 

magasins et d’autres immeubles sur ce site.

Le secteur de Winnipeg où les rivières Rouge 
et Assiniboine se rencontrent s’appelle « La 

Fourche ». Des Autochtones ont commencé à y 
camper il y a au moins 6 000 ans. On y trouve 
aujourd’hui le Musée canadien pour les droits de 
la personne et le Musée des enfants, de même 
qu’un grand marché, des restaurants, des festivals 
et bien plus.

Les Français ont entrepris il y a plus de 375 ans 
la colonisation de ce qui allait devenir Montréal. 

Mais des fermiers haudenosaunees vivaient là 
depuis longtemps, dans une communauté appelée 
Hochelaga. En 1535, l’explorateur Jacques Cartier 
disait y avoir vu 50 maisons longues entourées 
d’une barricade de bois, mais aucune autre preuve 
de l’existence de cette colonie n’a été découverte.

HochelagaHochelaga
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