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ABSTRACT 
 

This study presents a revised cultural chronology for the Nuvuk site, 

Point Barrow, Alaska. It is based on results of 10 years of work at the site, 

including the Nuvuk Archaeology Project.   

First, the history and results of prior ethnographic and archaeological 

research on the North Slope are reviewed, with an emphasis on material 

pertaining to coastal North Alaska.  Nuvuk is set in environmental context, and 

the results of geomorphological research associated with this project are 

presented. 

Secondly, the findings of the pre-contact portion of the excavations are 

described. Notable results of this work include a previously unsuspected Ipiutak 

occupation, and a previously undocumented Thule occupation with an 

associated large cemetery. In addition, brief descriptions of various midden and 

activity areas resulting from the post-contact occupation of the site are 

provided.  The detailed results of the 63 Thule burial excavations conducted to 

date are presented as an appendix. 

Finally, the implications of the presence of Ipiutak and Thule at the 

Nuvuk site for the chronology of the site itself, as well as the broader 

chronologies of the Barrow area and the North Slope are detailed. The 

implications of this revised chronology for interpretation of Ipiutak and for the 

question of Thule origins are discussed.    
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NUVUK, POINT BARROW, ALASKA: 
THE THULE CEMETERY AND IPIUTAK OCCUPATION  

CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 
 

Nuvuk, once the United States of America’s northernmost village, was 

located at the tip of Point Barrow, Alaska.  Captain Rochfort Maguire in HMS 

Plover spent the winters of 1852 and 1853 in adjacent Elson Lagoon.  Maguire 

learned a great deal from the Iñupiat Eskimos who were his neighbors (Maguire 

1988).  The ground of Point Barrow had been eroding for generations.  Maguire 

noted that people told him that they had been forced to move the village to the 

location where he encountered them due to erosion at the old site, which they 

indicated was now under water.  Of course, that older Nuvuk is long gone, and 

most of the Nuvuk that Maguire knew has vanished, too.   

In fact, most anthropologists have believed that there is nothing left of 

archaeological value at Point Barrow (Ford 1959:18; Stanford 1976:xi; J. 

Bockstoce, E. Burch, E. Hall, personal communications to G. Sheehan).  Even 

Wilbert Carter, who was in a position to know better due to his excavations at 

Nuvuk, did not seem to consider Nuvuk of much importance. He did note 

(1966:14) that "there are some Thule and Thule-"like" harpoon heads from the 

Nuwuk midden, so it isn't entirely a recent site."  However, in the same report, 

he discusses Nuvuk as being Late Prehistoric at the earliest (Carter 1966.39).  

It was against this background that the first report of human remains at 

Nuvuk was received in 1997.  The salvage excavation of that grave, which 
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contained the individual designated Nuvuk 01 and his grave goods, made it 

clear that there had been some much earlier presence at Nuvuk, although 

perhaps a limited one. Nevertheless, the combined weight of this 

archaeological opinion, much of it from distinguished and experienced Arctic 

archaeologists, continued to color my perceptions of the site for some time. 

However, as additional human remains were reported every year, all of which, 

to the extent that could be determined from the salvage excavations conducted 

under imminent threat of a bluff collapse, were interred in very similar fashion at 

a similar depth, it became clear that Carter's throw-away line (1966:14) about it 

not being "entirely a recent site" had been far more correct than everything else 

he wrote about Nuvuk. 

In fact, over the course of the subsequent years, it has become apparent 

that the Nuvuk site not only had the Post-Contact/Recent occupation of which 

Carter and others were aware, but that that occupation was preceded by use 

stretching back in an apparently unbroken sequence to the last century of the 

first millennium AD, when Thule people occupied the site. Preceding that there 

appears to been an occupational hiatus at Nuvuk, perhaps due to an extremely 

stormy climatic episode creating conditions which made the spit as it was then 

configured less than ideal for permanent habitation. However, prior to this 

stormy period, there was some occupation by Ipiutak people, apparently 

centering on the fourth century AD.  It is possible this early Ipiutak occupation 

was terminated by a storm event. 
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Data Collection 
 

The data for this dissertation has primarily been collected through a 

series of archaeological excavations carried out at the Nuvuk site over the past 

10 years. They include a number of emergency salvage excavations of burials 

which were imminently threatened by coastal erosion, a small-scale testing 

program carried out with a high school science class, salvage excavations 

carried out by UIC Science Division staff between various large CRM projects 

at other sites, a small mapping and salvage testing program carried out under 

an NSF SGER1, preliminary photography and geomorphological investigation 

carried out under another NSF SGER2, and the Nuvuk Archaeology Project 

proper. 

The Nuvuk Archaeology Project (NAP) began in 2005 with funding from 

the US Department of Education’s Education through Cultural and Historical 

Organizations (ECHO) program, which is part of the No Child Left Behind Act, 

through a grant to the North Slope Borough and a sub-award to the Barrow 

Arctic Science Consortium (BASC).  In many respects, this project is community 

driven. Community members and members of the ECHO Key Advisory 

Committee approached me about the possibility of involving local high school 

students in salvage work at Nuvuk at the same time I was preparing to write a 

proposal to NSF. Initially, they had envisioned a six-week program of fieldwork 

with students participating and no provision for analysis. After explanations as 

                                                 
1 OPP-0085248 
2 OPP-0341914 
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to what responsible archaeology actually entails, a much more ambitious 

program was laid out, which included not only excavation, but lab work and 

analysis, as well as funding for specialized studies such as geomorphology, 

historic archaeology, and wood analysis plus extensive radiocarbon dating.  

High school students were involved in all phases to the maximum extent 

practicable. To date, they have done survey, testing, midden excavation, burial 

excavation (under close supervision), mapping, and artifact processing 

(cleaning, marking and cataloging).  We were able to get large-scale work at 

Nuvuk under way much more quickly than would have been possible had we 

had to wait for the NSF funding.  This was extremely important, as the site was 

eroding rapidly. Subsequently, funding from NSF3 was added to the ECHO 

funding, and we were able to greatly expand participation of undergraduate and 

graduate students in the Nuvuk Archaeology Project 

     To date field crews have all included North Slope high school 

students, a number of whom returned for more than one year.  Past participants 

have included two students who attend high school in California, two students 

from Point Lay, Alaska, and one from Anaktuvuk Pass, Alaska, so we reach 

high schools well beyond the community of Barrow. We have also had graduate 

and undergraduate students from a variety of institutions, who have provided 

mentoring to the high school students and varying degrees of archaeological 

expertise to the excavations, as well as gaining exposure to Arctic archaeology 

                                                 
3 ARC-0726253 
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done in cooperation with an Arctic community.  The post-secondary component 

has been expanded with NSF support.      

In addition, the NAP has hosted high school age students from the Rural 

Alaska Honors Institute (RAHI), five of whom spent an entire week in the field 

with the project.  RAHI provides educational enrichment opportunities for 

academically motivated students from rural high schools in Alaska. 

The NAP has also played host to groups of high school students 

participating in various scientific exchange programs with North Slope high-

school students for one or two day field and lab experiences.  We have had an 

NSF-funded group from Mexico and a group from the ECHO-TREE Alaskan 

Hawai’ian exchange, and expect these groups to return in future years. 

Several other projects have developed as a result of the Nuvuk 

Archaeology Project.  Nearing completion are 2 NSF-funded SGERs to Dennis 

O’Rourke (University of Utah) SGER: Molecular Variation in Prehistoric North 

Alaska: aDNA Pilot Project and SGER: Morphometric Assessment of 

Prehistoric Skeletal Series from Nuvuk, Point Barrow, Alaska.  The NAP 

cemetery excavations are unique in that the physical anthropologists come to 

the field and complete their studies there, so that the human remains never 

have to leave Barrow, and can be reburied at a safe location in the local 

cemetery fairly expeditiously.  These were the only conditions under which local 

Elders were comfortable agreeing to the study of human remains.  The only 

materials that leave town are the samples collected for aDNA extraction, which 

requires a highly specialized laboratory not available in Barrow.  Based on the 
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highly successful aDNA extractions accomplished under the SGER, Dennis 

O’Rourke and Geoffrey Haines recently received funding from NSF for an IPY 

project: Genetics of the Alaskan North Slope (GeANS).  

Nuvuk Archaeology Project funding also covers specialized studies by 

experts in several subdisciplines.  Owen Mason (GeoArch Alaska) is working on 

the geomorphology of Point Barrow.  He has recently been joined by Nancy 

Bigelow (Alaska Quaternary Center, University of Alaska, Fairbanks).  Claire 

Alix (Alaska Quaternary Center, University of Alaska, Fairbanks), a specialist in 

Arctic driftwood and its use, is analyzing the voluminous amounts of wood from 

various features in the Nuvuk site.  Susan Lebo, a historic archaeologist 

specializing in Yankee whaling in Hawai'i and Alaska, is also participating in the 

NAP, concentrating on the historic material culture and the possibilities of 

archival photographs and log books in improving interpretation of the historic 

era aspect of the Nuvuk site. In 2006 Rhett Herman (Physics, Radford 

University) tested his OhmMapper at Barrow to determine how effective it was 

in conditions like those at the Nuvuk site, where it proved to work did quite well. 

We plan to continue this collaboration in future years, possibly involving some 

of Dr. Herman's students. 

The NAP is currently funded through the 2009 field season, although it is 

possible that ECHO funding will continue beyond that.  Given that the erosion 

which was the original impetus for the project from the community's point of 

view continues unabated, and that the Thule/Iñupiat cemetery extends for an 

additional half kilometer or more toward the base of the spit, additional funding 
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will be sought to increase sample size and perhaps obtain additional samples 

from later in the period of occupation. 

 

Thesis Organization 
 

The thesis consists of six chapters, References Cited, and one appendix. 

The introductory chapter consists of a brief overview of the project and the 

results which will be described, as well as a description of means by which the 

data was collected. 

Chapter 2, Review of Literature and Previous Research, includes 

descriptions of early exploration and whaling in North Alaska; North Alaskan 

ethnography; North Alaskan archaeology, divided into sections on Neoeskimo 

and Paleo-Eskimo archaeology; and a section on Neoeskimo mortuary 

archaeology. 

Chapter 3, North Alaskan Culture History, is composed of two sections. 

The first section, which is rather short as there is little information known, 

covers Paleo-Eskimo prehistory in coastal North Alaska, concentrating primarily 

on Ipiutak. The second and longer section covers what is known about the 

development and evolution of Thule culture, with particular reference to North 

Alaska. 

Chapter 4, Nuvuk, describes the site and sets it in environmental context. 

It includes sections on climate, geology as it is currently understood, and animal 

resources and vegetation. 
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Chapter 5, Archaeological Data from Nuvuk, contains sections on 

excavation and data collection techniques, including a discussion of some of 

the issues which arise in a salvage archaeology situation. The Nuvuk 

excavations definitely had portions which were salvage archaeology, and the 

issues which arise are not common in research projects. It was necessary to 

adapt some methodologies to suit the sometimes urgent excavation situation. 

This chapter also contains a summary of the analysis of the 63 Thule burials 

which have been excavated to date at Nuvuk.  There is also a section on the 

Driftwood Feature, and the unexpected Ipiutak level it contained. The chapter 

also includes brief descriptions of other significant portions of the Nuvuk site 

and the findings at each location including the Peat Locus and a section on 

middens and other features.  It concludes with a discussion of the 74 

radiocarbon dates from the Nuvuk site and their implications, as well as 

possible issues with dating Arctic sites. In fact, the dates from Nuvuk are 

remarkably consistent, and there are relatively few problems. 

Chapter 6, Conclusions, contains a revision to the cultural chronology of 

the Nuvuk site in particular and the Point Barrow area in general, with the 

confirmation of a Western Thule occupation. Although Western (or Early, 

depending on one's preferred terminology) Thule occupation was known from 

Walakpa, and Carter mentioned the presence of Thule at Birnirk, this project 

adds data on an assemblage of artifacts from that culture, including diagnostic 

harpoon heads. The revisions to the previously known chronology also include 

the addition of an Ipiutak occupation. The chapter discusses the broader 
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implications for North Alaskan archaeology of these two revisions to the known 

chronology. It concludes by raising additional questions for further research 

falling into four basic areas: Thule origins, ancient DNA, North Alaskan wood 

use, and North Alaskan Ipiutak. It also discusses some ways to make progress 

on all four of these issues. 

Appendix 1 contains individual descriptions of the excavated burials at 

Nuvuk.  It provides numerous illustrations and computer-generated maps from 

the database collected with the theodolite. Because of its length, it was felt that 

it was more appropriate to move this material into an appendix, rather than 

attempting to include it in the body of Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 2:  REVIEW OF LITERATURE & PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
 

 

The Arctic and its residents have long been a source of fascination to 

European and Euro-American researchers. As a result, the literature on 

archaeology and ethnography in the North American Arctic is extremely 

voluminous, even if one restricts one’s focus to the past 2000 years.  In order to 

avoid producing a document of truly gargantuan proportions, I have chosen in 

this chapter to concentrate on those sources which are either foundational to 

the definition and understanding of the Thule and/or Ipiutak cultures, or which 

contain information regarding the last 2000 years in coastal North Alaska. 

 

Early Exploration and Whaling in North Alaska 
 

The first recorded visit of non-Natives to the North Slope of Alaska took 

place in 1826, in the form of an expedition led by Captain Frederick Beechey of 

the Royal Navy, in command of the fifteen-gun sloop HMS Blossom (Beechey 

1831).  Although Beechey and Blossom did not make it much past Icy Cape 

due to ice that led to the naming of the cape and to shoal water (now known as 

Blossom Shoals), the Blossom’s barge under the command of Thomas Elson4 

and William Smyth5 made it as far as Point Barrow and the settlement of Nuvuk.   

Excerpts from Elson’s log of this journey were included in Lt. George Peard’s 

journal of the Blossom’s voyage (Peard 1973:159-167).  They managed to 
                                                 
4 for whom Elson Lagoon is named 
5 after whom Cape Smythe is named 
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reach Nuvuk, where they observed “winter habitations” and encountered the 

residents. Reportedly the Nuvugmiut (people of Nuvuk) were at first hesitant to 

approach the barge, and when they finally did were “extremely troublesome” 

and had to be chased away (Peard 1973:161).  Despite the fact that part of the 

barge’s mission was to leave bottles containing information for Franklin’s party, 

Elson chose not to attempt a landing on the basis that “the Number and 

conduct of the natives made it unsafe to visit the shore” (Peard 1973:162).  This 

situation also prevented the party from taking fixes for latitude and distances. 

The pattern of exploratory travel with little or no contact with North Slope 

Iñupiat  continued up through the 1850s, with trips by Simpson6 and Dease7 in 

1837 (T. Simpson 1843) and the Russian Kashevarov in 1838 (Van Stone 

1977).  Kashevarov was able to calculate a latitude for Point Barrow (Van Stone 

1977:36), and followed the coastline east and south past Plover Point.  The 

early 1850s saw trips by Moore8 in 1849 and 1850 (Moore 1851, Hooper 1853), 

Sheddon in 1849 (Murdoch 1892), McClure in 1850, Collinson9 in 1851 and 

1854.  These trips were made for exploration and mapping purposes, or in 

support of exploration.  Encounters with local residents were described, as 

were the settlements, occupied or abandoned, which were seen by the various 

explorers as they traveled.  There is some useful information in these accounts 

as to settlements locations and population sizes. This pattern changed a bit 

                                                 
6 Cape Simpson 
7 Dease Inlet 
8 Port Moore 
9 Collinson Point 
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when the HMS Plover10, under the command of Rochfort Maguire, overwintered 

in Elson Lagoon from 1852-1854 (Maguire 1988), while waiting in vain for Sir 

John Franklin to emerge from the Northwest Passage.   

Nuvuk in the early 1850s is one of the best-described communities on 

the North Slope, due to the sustained contact between HMS Plover and her 

crew and the residents of Nuvuk, who were effectively neighbors for several 

years.  Although the British naval officers were certainly not trained as 

ethnographers, they did come to know the Nuvugmiut well, and seem to have 

come to understand and respect them to a considerable degree during the 

period of their acquaintance. 

 

North Alaskan Ethnography 
 
 

The International Polar Year expedition to Point Barrow, which took 

place in 1882-1883, conducted a number of studies which provided various 

types of ethnographic information.  They compiled a basic Iñupiat language 

dictionary, conducted a census of the community of Utqiaġvik, took 

anthropometric measurements of people from Nuvuk and Utqiaġvik, wrote an 

ethnographic sketch, and most importantly, collected hundreds of items of 

material culture, with rather thorough documentation concerning their 

manufacture and use (Murdoch 1892, Ray 1885). 

                                                 
10 Plover Point 
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Charles D. (Charlie) Brower was not an ethnographer by profession, but 

he spent over half a century living on the North Slope and learned to speak 

Iñupiaq fluently.  He first came north in 1884, as a member of a party sent to 

explore the possibility of mining coal at Corwin Bluff to fuel whaling ships.  Coal 

there was, but it was not well situated to be mined, and the leader of the party 

went south.  Brower remained there, and soon made friends with some Iñupiat 

neighbors, one of whom, Toctoo, later became his first wife.  He traveled to 

“Ukiavie” as he called it, and then to Point Hope.  He wound up joining a 

whaling crew in Point Hope.  He went back to San Francisco, but came north 

again in 1886 to help run a whaling station at Cape Smyth.  He decided to set 

up on his own when the company he was working for decided to replace the 

crew.  He had married Toctoo and decided to stay in the north.  Except for trips 

out, Brower remained in the north for the rest of his life.  He and Toctoo had a 

number of children, who were sent outside for schooling.  Toctoo died while 

nursing community members during an epidemic.  Later Brower remarried and 

raised a second family, most of who remained in Barrow.  Brower wrote an 

autobiography, Fifty Years Below Zero (1942), which contains a good deal of 

ethnographic information on North Slope Iñupiat  people during a period starting 

a few years after Yankee whalers first began coming to the Alaskan Arctic and 

ending shortly before World War II.  This book was edited from a much longer 

manuscript (Brower n.d.), which contains a good deal of additional information. 

Vilhjálmur Stefánsson (1913, 1914) was the first to conduct work on the 

North Slope which was primarily anthropological in nature, traveling along the 
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Beaufort Sea coast, and spending part of the winter of 1908-09 in the Colville 

River delta.  He returned to the North Slope in 1912, and spent some time 

staying with Charlie Brower in Barrow.  His work in 1912 was meant to be 

archaeological in nature, but he collected considerable ethnographic 

information about the artifacts, including Iñupiaq names in the “Cape Smythe” 

dialect, and sometimes in the Point Hope dialect as well, as well as descriptions 

of the artifacts’ use.  Much of this information is found on the artifact “tags” 

which accompanied the material when it was sent to the American Museum of 

Natural History.  The original tags are still preserved in the archives.  His report 

(1914) on this expedition concentrated on the Inuit of the Coronation Gulf area, 

and to a lesser extent those of the Mackenzie.  The remainder of the expedition 

(including his observations on the North Slope) was reported on by 

miscellaneous notes of ethnographic information gleaned from his fieldbooks by 

his editor (1914:151-395) while Stefánsson was in the field on another 

expedition.  More recently, much of this material has been republished in a 

different format (Pálsson 2001). 

Diamond Jenness, who had come to North Alaska as part of 

Stefánsson’s Canadian Arctic Expedition, overwintered on the Beaufort Sea 

coast in 1913-14.  He lived with Iñupiat families while there (Jenness 1957).  

His account of this period gives a good picture of life during the fox-trapping 

period that followed the collapse of the baleen market and the whaling industry.  

It also documents the considerable degree of population movement that 

occurred during the latter part of the 1800s and the early 1900s. 
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Robert Spencer spent part of 1952 and 1953 conducting ethnographic 

studies in Barrow.  His original goal was to study the social behavior then 

current, in order to see how it had been affected by the presence of the US 

Navy (which was partially funding his work) and the petroleum exploration 

activities for PET-4, and the many opportunities for employment at the NARL 

Camp which resulted.  When it became clear to Spencer that kinship ties were 

the primary organizing factor in social relationships, and that they were 

relatively unaffected, he shifted focus to the “pre-contact” era, interviewing, with 

the help of translators, many older residents of Barrow (Spencer 1959:1-3).  He 

was also able to learn a great deal about other areas, since many people had 

moved to Barrow to work at NARL, bringing older members of their families with 

them (Spencer 1959:4).  Spencer includes information on the layout of houses 

(1959:43-61), trade and trade routes (1959:193-209), as well as information 

about what species of animals and plants were harvested, and how this was 

done (1959:23-38).  This information is of archaeological interest.  His chief 

concern, despite the title of his ethnography, was the social aspects of Iñupiat 

life, which he described in considerable detail. 

Richard K. Nelson spent the winter of 1964-65 and the summer of 1966 

learning how to hunt marine mammals from the people of Wainwright.  The 

result was his Hunters of the Northern Ice (1969), which gives very detailed 

information on hunting and traveling on sea ice as it was practiced by 

Wainwright people in the mid-1960s.  It includes detailed great deal of 

information on the habitat requirements and behaviors of the various prey 
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species, derived from both Wainwright traditional knowledge and published 

biological literature.  Interestingly, Nelson felt (and predicted) that hunting would 

soon cease in Wainwright, as well as elsewhere on the North Slope.  Happily, 

his prediction was incorrect and there are still competent hunters on the North 

Slope today.  Information in this volume, while gathered specifically in the 

Wainwright area, still provides valuable information on hunting methods and 

behavior of prey species that pertain to the Nuvuk area. 

 

North Alaskan Archaeology 
 
 

As noted above, the earliest primarily scientific expedition to North 

Alaska was the US Army Signal Corps expedition under Lt. Patrick Henry Ray 

(Ray 1885), which established a station at Cape Smythe for the 1st 

International Polar Year, which lasted from 1882-1883.  While this expedition 

was not primarily an archaeological or ethnographic one in purpose, it produced 

a book which is still one of the most important references for North Alaskan 

archaeology just before and after the contact period, John Murdoch’s 

Ethnological Results of the Point Barrow Expedition (1892).  This volume 

includes descriptions of a large collection of Iñupiat  material culture which the 

IPY expedition purchased from the residents of Nuvuk and Utqiaġvik (modern 

Barrow),  The majority of the items were originally made by the sellers for their 

own use or at the request of Murdoch, although some seem to have been 

excavated from older abandoned dwellings or middens, and in a few cases 
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appear to have been put together from miscellaneous parts specifically to sell to 

the scientists, no doubt affording the sellers both some quick remuneration and 

amusement in the form of stories about the gullible visiting scientists. 

In 1912, Vilhjálmur Stefánsson, who had been doing some ethnographic 

work on the North Slope, returned to the Barrow area, and spent some time 

with Charlie Brower.  He intended to excavate at Piġniq (generally referred to 

as Birnirk in the literature).  However, according to Brower (1942:244) the 

excavation lasted one day with no result 11 , whereupon Stefánsson began 

buying artifacts excavated by local residents, who had been doing this in a 

small way for Brower for some time.  This purchasing went on for quite some 

time while Stefansson was in the area.  Many of the resulting artifacts were 

identified on the various slips and tags that accompanied them to the American 

Museum of Natural History12 as to site of origin (e.g. Cape Smyth, Point Barrow, 

Birnirk) and the depth at which they were reported by their sellers to have been 

found.  Stefánsson noted that he observed the excavations as much as 

possible (1913).  These collections, or at least the portions in US museums, 

were reported on in several works (Stefánsson 1914, Wissler 1916, Ford 1959), 

with Wissler providing a detailed description of the harpoon heads and dart 

points (1916). 

The Canadian Arctic Expedition, led by Stefánsson, returned to the area 

in 1913.  The Expedition was plagued by problems with their ships getting 

                                                 
11 Excavating in frozen ground was apparently too labor-intensive for Stefansson, according to Brower. 
12 The collection from Stefánsson’s excavations was divided between the American Museum of Natural 
History and the National Museum in Ottawa, Canada.   I have examined the materials at the AMNH. 
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trapped in the ice.  One result was the epic story of the Karluk (Bartlett 1916 

[2001], McKinlay 1976, Niven 2000); another was that Diamond Jenness wound 

up overwintering on the Beaufort Sea coast in 1913-1914.  He did ethnography 

during the winter, and in the summer he went to Barter Island and conducted 

some archaeological excavations (Jenness 1957).  Unfortunately, Jenness 

does not appear to have produced a professional report on the excavations, 

perhaps because the structure he was working on was not very productive of 

artifacts. 

William Van Valin (1941, n.d.), who came to Barrow with his family to 

serve as a schoolteacher, was the next to try his hand at Northern Alaska 

archaeology.  He is most noted for his “excavations” at Kugusugaruk, a site 

somewhat south of Barrow, where he dug up a large number of human 

remains.  Unfortunately, even for the time, his excavation techniques and 

documentation seems to have been lacking.  The excavated material, along 

with Van Valin’s notes, was sent to the University Museum in Philadelphia.  The 

artifacts were rather different than known collections from North Alaska, and J. 

Alden Mason (1930) attempted to write up the material, with some difficulty.  

Subsequently, Ford, who had the benefit of considerable excavation at a 

number of sites in North Alaska, also tried to deal with Van Valin’s material 

(1959:19-21), although the notes he had at hand were meager at best.  Based 

on the artifacts, he concluded that the materials were early Birnirk.  Van Valin’s 

descriptions of the structures were essentially identical with post-contact 

houses in Barrow, but the sketches were of structures that were much larger.  
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The site remains enigmatic.  Van Valin also excavated in the mounds at the 

head of Kugok Ravine in Barrow, finding a number of Birnirk burials. 

Knud Rasmussen arranged to purchase several collections of 

archaeological specimens from the North Slope as he traveled through the area 

on the 5th Thule Expedition.  With the exception of some of the material from 

Point Hope, it was excavated either by local traders (mostly Danes) or Iñupiat.  

This material was thoroughly described and illustrated by Therkel Mathiassen 

(1930).  As Mathiassen notes, none of the material was stratigraphically 

excavated.  Thus, this work serves to address questions of geographic 

distribution of certain types of artifacts, but does little to answer questions of 

chronology. 

In 1930, the US Geological Survey issued a report on Northwestern 

Alaska’s geology and mineral resources (Smith and Mertie 1930).  It was based 

on fieldwork carried out in northwestern Alaska between 1923 and 1926 for the 

purpose of mapping the Naval Petroleum Reserve-4 (now known as the 

National Petroleum Reserve in Alaska  (NPR-A)).   

When Mason was working on Van Valin’s collection at the University 

Museum, Alfred H. Hopson of Barrow was hired by the Museum to continue 

Van Valin’s work (Ford 1959:21), presumably in the hope that he would provide 

information which would supplement Van Valin’s meager notes.  He quickly 

decided that Van Valin had found everything at Kugusugaruk13, and moved 

operations to Nunavak and South Nunavak Lagoons (Hopson 1929a, b).  Here 
                                                 
13 In fact, there is a fair amount of human bone to be seen on the surface even today, as well as assorted 
incomplete artifacts.   
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he excavated eight or nine burials in 1928 and 1929.  In the end, this material 

was reported on by Ford (1959:21-24).  Hopson (1929b) also appears to have 

excavated three houses, one each at Walakpa, Kugusugaruk and Nunavak. 

James A. Ford began his archaeological work on the North Slope in 

1931.  Ice conditions were difficult, and he started excavations at several sites, 

including Nunagiak (Point Belcher), as opportunity presented itself.  Permission 

was given for him to overwinter in Barrow, and he seems to have had quite a 

fine adventure, taking part in fall whaling, reindeer husbandry, and the 

transformation of a Model T Ford into a snowmobile (1959:13-15).  He was able 

to get in a full field season in 1932, working between Nuvuk and Walakpa.  In 

1936, Ford traveled up the coast by small boat from Kotzebue, surveying along 

the way.  He was able to excavate for two weeks at Nunagiak.  He visited 

Piŋusugruk, but did not find any material which he felt was Thule in age, and 

continued up to the Barrow area, where he excavated at Birnirk.  In 1953, he 

was able to return to North Alaska, where he worked with the Wilbert Carter 

party from Harvard.  Ford’s main achievement that season was the preparation 

of 1-foot contour maps of Birnirk and Nunagiak which represent the best 

published information on these very important sites.  Ford’s report on his 

excavations on the Chukchi coast essentially defines harpoon head typology for 

this region, as well as providing extensive and well-illustrated descriptions of 

artifacts from Birnirk through contact period sites. 

Helge Larsen surveyed the coast from Point Hope to a point somewhere 

north of Wainwright.  They tested along the Utokok River and at Icy Cape, 
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including several houses in the settlement of Aqergognat.  The results were 

interesting (Larsen 1981:pers. comm.) but paled in comparison to the work that 

Larsen and Froelich Rainey did at Point Hope (Larsen and Rainey 1948).  

Although this work is most renowned for the discovery of the Ipiutak culture, the 

Point Hope spit contained archaeological remains from former and later 

cultures.   

Notably, these included what they defined as the Western Thule phase 

of what they referred to as the Arctic Whale Hunting culture (Larsen and Rainey 

1948:37-39), presently more commonly called Neoeskimo.  This definition was 

based on two Western Thule burials (1948:61, 170) and the excavation of 

Jabbertown House 2, a large multi-room house (1948:170-173) at the 

Jabbertown site at the base of the Point Hope spit.   Western Thule, as they 

defined it, was clearly antecedent to Thule in the eastern Arctic, which they 

suggested be referred to as Eastern Thule (1948:39, 170-174), and considered 

to be another phase of the Arctic Whale Hunting culture. 

Larsen and Rainey felt that Western Thule was succeeded at Point Hope 

by what they termed Tigara, another phase of the Arctic Whale Hunting culture, 

which they distinguished from the preceding Western Thule on the basis of 

artifactual differences (1948:175). Tigara and the subsequent Modern phase, 

representing the Tikerarmiut (contact and later residents of Point Hope) were 

clearly a continuum, where the distinction between two was essentially an 

arbitrary one (1948:1975).  
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The Ipiutak culture was defined on the basis of the excavations 

conducted by Larsen and Rainey in the vicinity of Point Hope, Alaska.  They 

encountered houses and burials which they identified as belonging to a 

previously unknown culture which they named Ipiutak, after the immediately 

adjacent small lagoon and spit.   The find was first described in the professional 

literature in an article by Rainey (1941), followed the next year by a more 

popular article in National Geographic (Rainey 1942).  Subsequently, Larsen 

and Rainey (1948) published their extremely detailed monograph on their work 

at Point Hope, focusing on the Ipiutak finds. 

During the post-war years, a good number of archaeological surveys 

were carried out on Alaska’s North Slope.  Many of them were associated with 

exploration within the Naval Petroleum Reserve-4 (PET-4).   The majority of this 

work shed more light on inland and “Early Man” occupations than on coastal 

peoples.  I will focus on those works which dealt in some way with coastal 

peoples.  Raymond Thompson surveyed the Utokok River while traveling with a 

party of geologists, and found a number of sites.  In addition to a fluted point 

found on the upper Utokok, he found several villages on the middle Utokok in 

the northern foothills of the Brooks Range, as well as one village at the mouth 

of the Utokok on Kasiglak Lagoon (Thompson 1948).  He termed the villages 

recent, although one reportedly contained pottery.  Ralph Solecki (1950), then 

with the River Basin Surveys, accompanied a geological party in 1949.  He had 

the opportunity to brief the five other geological parties going out that summer.  

However, his one team alone found sixteen times as many sites as did the 
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other five teams combined.  Among the sites on the Kukpowruk and Kokolik 

Rivers (both of which drain into Kasiglak Lagoon near Point Lay) was a village 

near the mouth of the Kukpowruk, as well as a village about 35 miles inland 

which Solecki believed to have been Nunamuit (1950:67).  All of these sites 

were located on surveys, and thus it is not to be expected that there would be 

large collections or detailed stratigraphic information.   

In 1949, Owen Rye did some excavation at Birnirk and collected 

dendrochronological samples.  Only a short report was prepared, although the 

wood samples are still at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. 

In 1951, Wilbert Carter began the first of three seasons of excavations at 

Piġniq (Birnirk) and Nuvuk.  The crew worked out of the Naval Arctic Research 

Laboratory (NARL) north of Barrow, at Nuvuk (which at the time was actually on 

an island, since the Point Barrow spit was breached) until the melting of the sea 

ice made access difficult, then shifted operations to Piġniq (Birnirk) for the rest 

of the season.  Over the three seasons of work, several cuts were excavated at 

Nuvuk.  In addition, a number of mounds were excavated at Piġniq (Birnirk).  

The work resulted in sizable collections.  Unfortunately, this material has yet to 

be published, and is currently in a bureaucratic limbo.  There are several 

preliminary reports (e.g. Carter:1953a, 1953b, 1962) and a so-called Final 

Report (Carter 1966) which were required by the Office of Naval Research, 

which was funding the work.  The photographs as reproduced in these reports 

(Carter 1966:47-85) are not of the best quality, and represent only a tiny portion 

of the collections.    
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Carter’s work at Piġniq is far better known, and in fact many people are 

unaware that he even excavated at Nuvuk.  Carter describes (1966:9) Nuvuk in 

1953 as consisting of 19 “locations” containing depressions or other indication 

of houses.  Some of these locations contained multiple houses or rooms, giving 

a total of 46 locations containing houses or meat caches.  He also described an 

extensive shallow midden along the erosion face (1966:9).   

It is clear the excavations at Nuvuk were conducted as salvage 

excavations.  The mere fact that in 1953 his 6 foot by 24 foot trench was 

completed to sterile in a period of 2 ½ days (Carter 1953b:7) strongly suggests 

that stratigraphic control, let alone point proveniences, was not a major 

concern, although pictures do show a string grid (Carter 1966:56).  This rapid 

excavation is perhaps not surprising, as the trench was located just above an 

eroding bluff. The matrix, although not described, appears to be the same 

unconsolidated gravel that can be found there today, which renders 

stratigraphic control difficult at best; and Carter repeatedly (1953a:4, 1953b:7) 

refers to the site as being a contact site.  It should be noted that Carter (1962:3) 

states that he prepared a report covering “The Nuwuk Site (at Point Barrow 

proper) and the Barrow Variant of the Arctic Whale Hunting Culture”, but copies 

of this report have yet to come to light.  It is hoped that the Office of Naval 

Research (ONR), to whom it would have been submitted, may have retained a 

copy but if so it has not yet been found, despite considerable effort by ONR. 

The earlier reports (Carter 1953a, 1953b, 1962) suggest that a total of 

over 3300 artifacts were recovered from Nuvuk, although the so-called final 
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report (1966) only refers to 500.  Interestingly, there is no reference to human 

remains, although they are present in the collections.  It appears probable the 

contact-period midden which Carter thought was all he was excavating overlay 

a number of early burials.  According to Carter, (1962:38-40) the majority of 

harpoon heads from Nuvuk are Nuwuk or Kilimatavik types, which he considers 

Early Contact.  He also reports a number of Utkiavik and some other type which 

certainly appears to be Nuwuk in the illustrations (Carter 1966:61:Plate XV1.2), 

although Carter apparently considers it to be different (1966:39), describing 

them as Late Prehistoric.  Finally, there are “variants” of Thule 3 and Thule 4, 

unfortunately un-illustrated, which he describes as “the oldest materials, 

typologically, that were founded at Nuvuk.” In a very offhand manner, Carter 

(1966:14) refers to “some Thule and Thule-“like” harpoon heads from the 

Nuwuk midden” and acknowledges that “it isn’t entirely a recent site.”  

Unfortunately, he seems to have come to this realization after he was out of the 

field.   Knowledge of this also seems to have been completely overwhelmed by 

the interest in the Birnirk materials from Piġniq, and the almost mythological 

status that collection has assumed over the years of non-publication. 

Also in 1951, William Irving began several seasons of fieldwork on the 

North Slope, also supported out of NARL.  The first season was interior work, 

but in 1952, he surveyed the lower Colville River, the Colville Delta and traveled 

eastward along the Beaufort Sea coast, excavating on Thetis and Pingok 

Islands (Irving n.d.).   
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James Ford returned to the North Slope in 1953, with the Carter party.  

He made very detailed (1’ contour) maps of the Birnirk and Nunagiak sites.  

These maps were published together with his description of his 1930s work 

(Ford 1959) and this remains the best published information on Birnirk. 

For the next twenty years, archaeology on the North Slope was focused 

on the interior, with much of it being related to oil exploration, the development 

of Prudhoe Bay and the building of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline.  While many 

interesting sites were found, the results have little bearing on coastal 

archaeology. 

In 1968, John Campbell and Dennis Stanford did a survey of the 

coastline from Barrow east to the Colville River, locating five late prehistoric or 

early historic winter settlements, and a party connected with the International 

Biophysical project in Wainwright did a survey of the coast from Wainwright 40 

miles north, apparently supplemented by an aerial photographic survey 

(Campbell 1970).  These efforts are not well reported. 

Also in 1968, Stanford began his excavations at Walakpa (Stanford 

1976).  He had planned to work at Utqiaġvik and had begun mapping at the site 

when community members expressed concern at excavations being carried out 

there, as they were aware of burials existing in the area 14  (M. Brewer 

2005:pers. comm.).  Stanford then headed to Nuvuk, but after excavating 

several test trench decided that the site could shed no light on Thule origins 

                                                 
14 The published report strongly implies that the problem was that community members felt that excavation 
would “disrupt their relic trade” (Stanford 1976: xi), but Max Brewer, who was the long-time Director of NARL 
at this period, and who was a close friend to many in the community, is very clear that the problem was 
concern over the possibility of excavating burials that were only a hundred years old or so. 
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(1976:xi), whereupon operations were moved to Walakpa.  The results of the 

Walakpa excavations were important in clarifying the chronological relationship 

between the Birnirk and Thule archaeological cultures.   While these cultures 

were both reasonably well defined, Birnirk by Carter and Ford’s work, as 

reported by Ford (1959), and Thule by Therkel Mathiassen based on 

excavations in the central Canadian Arctic (1927), and in some cases had been 

recovered at the same site, amazingly no one had managed to excavate where 

they were stratigraphically superimposed, or at least to recognize that they had 

done so.  Stanford’s work not only included the excavation of 17 superimposed 

levels running from Early Birnirk through Late Thule, with detailed descriptions 

and analyses of artifacts, but also the first serious attempt at faunal analysis in 

coastal North Alaska.  Stanford concluded that Neoeskimo culture developed in 

a gradual transition from Early Birnirk through Late Thule, at least as seen from 

Walakpa (1976:111).  The zooarchaeological analysis indicated to Stanford 

changes in the nature of site usage, although given the very small number of 

individuals15recovered from most levels it is unclear if his interpretations are 

correct.  In particular, it is very hard to envision a winter hunting party making a 

brief camp constructing a sizable wooden house with sod walls, as Stanford 

(1976:92) maintains was the case for level B-8.  

The next year Lewis Binford began his work in Anaktuvuk Pass.  

Although the specifics of his ethnoarchaeological work with the Nunamuit 

peoples are most applicable to inland Iñupiat populations, his work on caribou 

                                                 
15 With exception of the two lowest Birnirk levels, MNIs for seal (by which Stanford seems to mean P. 
hispida) range from 3-18, with caribou MNIs ranging from 1-12. 
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bone density and the effects of dogs and dog feeding practices on a faunal 

assemblage (Binford and Bertram 1977) and development of a meat utility 

index for caribou (Binford 1978) are directly relevant to studies of coastal 

Iñupiat populations as well.  

John Bockstoce began traveling along the coast from Nome north and 

east by umiaq (skin boat) starting in 1972.  Although the main purpose of the 

trip was to travel the Northwest Passage west to east by umiaq, which he 

eventually accomplished (1991), moving close to shore in an umiaq provided a 

good means of observing coastal sites.   

In 1976, William Schneider and Pamela Ivie began the Traditional Land 

Use Inventory work which mapped a number of a number of traditional use 

sites, most of which have archaeological components, connected with 

Wainwright (Ivie and Schneider 1978).  Ed Hall carried out an NPR-A survey 

(Hall 1976) carried out for Husky Oil, which involved posting sites to keep oil 

exploration crews from disturbing them.  Hall continued conducting a helicopter-

supported program of survey in the NPR-A for a number of years (Hall 1978, 

1979; Hall and Gal 1982, 1988). 

In 1979 and 1980, Dale Slaughter conducted test excavations at 

Siraagruq, a coastal site north of Nunagiak.  He later described the Point 

Barrow house type based on information from that site and others in the area 

(Slaughter 1982). 

In 1981 and 1982, major excavations were carried out at the Utqiaġvik 

site in Barrow (Hall 1990).  The 1981 work was carried out under federal 
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contract, as a prelude to the burying of natural gas supply lines in Barrow.  The 

results of that season led the North Slope Borough to fund the second season 

(Dekin 1990:1-2).  The vast majority of the material excavated was late pre-

contact and post-contact.  The project resulted in good descriptions of a great 

deal of material culture (e.g. Reynolds 1990), but unfortunately the artifact 

plates were only published on microfiche, which left a good bit to be desired (cf. 

Savelle 1993:178).  The results of the excavations from Mound 34 were 

published as a monograph, with some plates included (Sheehan 1997).  An 

attempt was made to identify the faunal remains, after which all but those from 

the Mound 34 qargi (Sheehan 1990) were field-discarded.  A reanalysis of the 

qargi bones (Jensen 1990) indicated that many identification errors had been 

made during the original identification process, unfortunately not in any 

consistent manner, and additional errors had apparently been introduced during 

the data entry process, such that all non-qargi interior faunal data is essentially 

unusable for comparative purposes. 

In 1986, a number of blocks of tundra from the Utqiaġvik site slumped 

onto the beach in Barrow.  In 1990, a salvage excavation of the single 

remaining slump block was carried out.  Given the limitations of the original 

context, the report (Mason et. al. 1991) provides excellent artifact descriptions 

and illustrations and analysis of faunal remains.  The investigators also 

obtained a number of C14 dates on diagnostic artifacts. 

Also in 1986, Sheehan, Reinhardt and Jensen (1991) carried out survey 

and limited excavation at Piŋusugruk.  Among the efforts of that season was the 
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excavation of two midden trenches, which demonstrated the presence of a fairly 

deep stratified midden, and led to further excavations in 1994-1996. 

In 1994, erosion of bluffs in Barrow led to the exposure of a frozen body 

of a little girl.  At the request of the community, Jensen and Sheehan excavated 

it.  Although the focus of the excavation was the recovery of the individual, 

there was a small collection of artifacts which resulted (Zimmerman et. al. 

2000).    They ranged in age from post-contact glass beads found at and near 

the surface to two harpoon heads and a throwing board which were clearly 

Birnirk, which lay on the floor of a house through which the meat pit in which the 

little girl had been buried had been cut.  The little girl’s parka resembled 

garments found in House 28 at Nuulliit (Nugdlit) (Holtved 1954:86). 

Since 1997, work has been underway at the Nuvuk site, at Point Barrow.  

At first it was very limited in scope, involving salvage of burials as they eroded, 

but as burials continued to appear, funding was obtained for survey and 

mapping.  There proved to be a rather extensive graveyard at Nuvuk.  Since 

1994, excavations have been taking place there, concentrating primarily on the 

graves (Jensen 2007, 2009), and more recently on a contact period work area 

some distance from the graveyard and now-eroded winter village, and on an 

earlier driftwood feature which contained the first evidence for Ipiutak at Nuvuk. 
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Thule and other Neoeskimo 
 
 

 Therkel Mathiassen (1927) can be said to have carried out the first 

systematic archaeological excavations in the Arctic (Collins 1984:15).  While 

explorers and scientists without archaeological training had conducted a 

number of “digs” at Arctic sites, some of which are referenced above, 

Mathiassen was the first trained archaeologist to do so.  These excavations, 

conducted during the course of the 5th Thule Expedition, resulted in the 

definition of the Thule culture.  Thule, as defined by Mathiassen, was a 

prehistoric culture which appeared more similar to that found in Alaska and 

Greenland, than that of the Inuit residents of central Canada.  Thule people 

were maritime-adapted, living in permanent winter settlements consisting of 

substantial semi-subterranean sod-covered houses, with a subsistence base 

which included the hunting of bowhead whales as well as seals, walrus and 

caribou.  Mathiassen saw Thule as a prehistoric culture originating in Alaska, 

which was ancestral to many of the Inuit now living in the North American 

Arctic.   

Mathiassen established the first systematic harpoon head typology 

based on his work in central Canada (1927). To a great extent, Mathiassen's 

typologies form the basis for subsequent typological analysis, particularly from 

North Alaska and eastward. Ford (1959:75) based his typology for the Point 

Barrow area in large part on that Mathiassen, supplemented by Collins' (1937) 

typology from the Bering Strait area.  This work has stood the test of time, as 
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Jordan (1979) was able to use it to look at Greenland Neoeskimo chronology 

almost independently of radiocarbon dates. 

Mathiassen conducted additional excavations in Greenland and Canada 

(1931a, 1931b, 1933, 1934; Mathiassen and Holtved 1936).  Larsen was also 

active in Greenland during this period (1934, 1938).  These excavations served 

to refine the definition of Thule and its relation to subsequent cultures in the 

area. 

During the same period, there was a considerable amount of 

archaeological activity taking place in the Alaskan Arctic, much of it in the 

Bering Strait area.   Jenness (1928), Collins (1930, 1931, 1932, 1935, 1937), 

Geist (Geist and Rainey 1936, Rainey 1941), Rainey and Larsen (Larsen and 

Rainey 1948) and Ford (1959) were all active before World War II.  Work at 

stratified sites on St. Lawrence Island resulted in the identification of the 

antecedent cultures to Thule (Okvik, Old Bering Sea (OBS), Punuk) as well as 

finding evidence of Thule occupation leading up to the present-day inhabitants 

of the island, while Ford’s work between Wainwright and Birnirk led to the 

identification of the Birnirk culture.   

Collins (1937) developed an extensive harpoon head typology for the 

Bering Straits region. Although he was aware of Mathiassen's work, the range 

of variation among the harpoon heads he was encountering could not be dealt 

with within Mathiassen's typology. Ford identified types of harpoons from both 

Mathiassen's and Collins's typologies, although he used names rather than 

letters for type groups.  He established finer distinctions in some of the types 
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than either of his predecessors had, as he felt that "subtle distinctions seem to 

have chronological and areal significance" (1959:75). 

It became fairly clear that Thule had originated in Alaska, growing out of 

rather deep roots.  Thule and the cultures that preceded it were generally seen 

as belonging to a tradition, variously termed “Neo-Eskimo”, “Arctic Whale 

Hunting” (Larsen and Rainey 1948), and “Northern Maritime.” However, the 

interrelationships of the various cultures within that tradition, and the degree to 

which they were related to cultures such as Ipiutak were not evident. 

After the war, there was additional activity focusing on this tradition, 

involving many of the same researchers.  Collins (1950, 1951, 1952, 1955, 

1956) excavated at a number of sites in the Canadian Archipelago.  Giddings 

carried out an extensive program of research in northwest Alaska (Giddings 

1952, 1964; Giddings and Anderson 1986).  Stanford excavated the stratified 

Birnirk/Thule site at Walakpa (1976).  

 

Ipiutak 
 
 

Despite a fairly extensive history of survey and excavation on the North 

Slope, Ipiutak has never been identified previously on the Arctic coastal plain 

(cf. Mason 2006).   Diagnostic Ipiutak artifacts have been found in only two 

locations within the North Slope Borough.  The first, of course, is the type site 

itself, Ipiutak (Larsen and Rainey 1948).  The site is located on five beach 

ridges adjacent to Marryat Inlet and Ipiutak Lagoon, near the present-day 
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community of Point Hope.  The second is the caribou kill or processing site at 

Anaktuvuk Pass (Mills et al. 1999), an example of the inland manifestation of 

Ipiutak.  Therefore a majority of the sources included pertain to sites located to 

the south. 

After his work at Point Hope, Larsen conducted excavations at Deering 

(2001). The most notable result of that work is the excavation of a very large 

Ipiutak men’s house, the largest known to date.  This work has only recently 

been published, due to Martin Appelt’s efforts in editing Larsen’s uncompleted 

manuscript on the site into publishable form. 

In 1956, J. L. Giddings began his work in the Cape Krusenstern vicinity.  

One of his graduate students was Douglas D. Anderson, who participated in the 

analysis, conducted final excavations, and brought their collective work to 

publication (Giddings and Anderson 1985) following Giddings’ untimely death.  

Cape Krusenstern, like Point Hope, consists of a complex beach ridge complex.  

as is the case at Point Hope, these beach ridges contain archaeological 

remains from a long series of cultures, ranging at Cape Krusenstern from 

recent Iñupiat back to the Denbigh Flint Complex, generally arranged in 

chronological order corresponding to the development of the beach ridges.  

Giddings and Anderson excavated a total of 21 Ipiutak house ruins, all but one 

of which were located in tightly clustered settlements on the Ipiutak-era beach 

ridges.  They identified three types of structures, two of which are similar to the 

structures described from Point Hope by Larsen and Rainey (Giddings and 

Anderson 1986:152-153).  The third type of structure is not clearly defined, 
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although enough details were found to indicate that it did not belong to either of 

the other two types.  They also identified several areas as campsites, and 

excavated one of them (Giddings and Anderson 1986:119-120).  It consisted 

primarily of concentrations of fire-reddened pebbles or oil-soaked gravel.  They 

suggested that these may be the remains of seal hunters’ campsites.   

Cape Krusenstern also contained a number of Western Thule features, 

which Giddings and Anderson were able to divide into early and late Western 

Thule (1986:58) on the basis of house styles and artifact typology.    It might be 

argued that Giddings and Anderson stretched the term “Western Thule” beyond 

what Larsen and Rainey had originally intended, or at least that they had drawn 

the boundary between Western Thule and its local successor, in their case 

Kotzebue, at a different point than Larsen and Rainey chose to divide Western 

Thule from Tigara. 

Giddings and his crew also surveyed or tested at other sites in the region 

during that period (Giddings and Anderson 1986).  These include Battle Rock, 

where both Western Thule and Ipiutak burials were encountered; Cape 

Espenberg, which included an Ipiutak locale; and Sisualik, where two Western 

Thule houses were located. 

In the intervening years, several inland Ipiutak sites were located.  In 

addition to the site in Anaktuvuk Pass mentioned above (Mills et al. 1999), 

Hahanudan Lake (Clark 1977), and Feniak Lake (Hall 1974) are all examples of 

inland Ipiutak. 
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Additional work took place in Deering in the late 1990s, in connection 

with the installation of a piped water and sewer system in the village.  Several 

spectacular Ipiutak graves were discovered during early stages of the 

construction process, leading to a more extensive archaeological program than 

had originally been planned.  In addition to the graves, an Ipiutak house was 

located and partially excavated (Reanier et al. 1998).  The project also resulted 

in the excavation of two Western Thule houses (Reanier et al. 1998).  

Additional work from the project remains essentially unreported at this time due 

to bureaucratic issues. 

Recently, excavations at Qitchauvik, in Golovin Bay, revealed an Ipiutak 

men’s house (Mason 2000, Mason et al. 2007).  This site is the southernmost 

known manifestation of Ipiutak.  It lies over 400 km south of Point Hope, 

although the distance between the two sites coastwise is probably close to 

double that. 

 

Neoeskimo Mortuary Archaeology and Ethnography 
 
 

The literature on mortuary archaeology and ethnography is dealt with 

separately primarily because burials played a relatively minor role in the 

development of Neoeskimo cultural chronology.  Particularly in the Western 

Arctic, where isostatic rebound is essentially absent, there were no means of 

dating burials prior to radiocarbon dating, with the possible exception of beach 
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ridge chronology and harpoon head typology.  As a result, burials were not 

primary targets for excavation by most archaeologists in North America.   

In contrast to many aspects of Neoeskimo life, mortuary practices have 

received little attention (Crass 1998:3).  Petersen (1966/67) had been the only 

scholar who attempted a comparative study until recently.  There is quite a bit 

of data, both ethnographic and archaeological, concerning burial and other 

mortuary practices.  However it is scattered throughout both published and gray 

literature (Crass 1998).    

Fortunately for the present project, which involves excavation of a large 

cemetery, Barbara Crass has combed through a massive amount published 

and gray literature and archival material covering the entire Neoeskimo/Inuit 

world (1998).  She has coded sites regards to the types and numbers of burials 

present, as well as coding each individual burial within a site (1998:400-555).  

In addition, she has presented the information in tabular form (Crass 1998:556-

611).  This effort has been of considerable assistance to the present study.  

While one might quibble with her burial data presentation format, it is reported 

to be based on a pre-existing system for coding burials (Crass 1998). 

Crass included information from a number of archaeological sites 

mentioned above, including Point Hope, Cape Krusenstern, and Battle Rock.  

Interestingly, although the information was published, she did not include any 

information on the Birnirk burials reported by Ford (1959), either those he 

excavated himself, or those which Van Valin excavated and on which he 

attempted to report.  This may be a result of Crass’s decision not to visit the 
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archives at the Smithsonian Institution, in favor of spending more time at 

European institutions which are generally more difficult for US researchers to 

access (1998:10-11).  In fact, Crass did not include any information on any 

burials in North Alaska north of Point Hope.   

That there were a significant number of burials in North Alaska, and that 

many of them came to the attention of scientists and explorers cannot be 

doubted, to judge by the number of individuals who have recently been 

repatriated to the community of Barrow alone.  However, it appears that in most 

cases the remains (and perhaps the grave goods) were collected with very little 

concern for the nature or construction of the burial (Mudar et al. 1996, Hollinger 

et al. 2004).  The number of burials where sufficient information exists for 

comparative analysis is far smaller.  Table 1 lists Neoeskimo burials from sites 

other than Nuvuk.  Information on the burials was obtained from Crass (1998) 

as well as the primary sources listed in the site descriptions below.   

 

Table 1:  Other Western Arctic Neoeskimo Burials 
 
Site Culture Excavator #  Grave 

goods? 
Burial 
rocks 

Orientation Posture Grave 
structure 

Dead Man’s 
Island 

? Ford 1 
(skull 
only) 

? ? ?  ? 

Niksiurauq Iñupiaq  Ford    ?  Scattered 
  Jacobsen/ 

Solecki 
1? 
(frags) 

Y? ? ?  ? 

Birnirk ? Stefánsson 1 ? ? ? ? ? 
 Birnirk Ford 6 Y ? Chukchi 

where 
known 

Flexed ?  
In house 

  Carter ?      
 Thule Ford 3 Y ? Chukchi 

where 
known 

Flexed Fur 
associated 
with remains 

  Carter ?      
 Iñupiaq  ?? 1 Yes ? N  Not fully 

excavated, no 
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Site Culture Excavator #  Grave 
goods? 

Burial 
rocks 

Orientation Posture Grave 
structure 
box 

Isatkoak Birnirk?16 Hrdlička  1 
(skull 
only) 

? ? ? ? ? 
Appear to 
have been 
surface 

 Iñupiaq  Ray 7 
(skulls 
only) 

? ? ? ? ? 
Appear to 
have been 
surface 

  Hrdlička 41 
(skulls 
only) 

? ? ? ? ? 
Appear to 
have been 
surface 

  Ford 34?17 
(skulls 
only) 

? ? ? ? ? 
Appear to 
have been 
surface 

Utqiaġvik Thule Jensen/ 
Sheehan 

1 Y ? Chukchi 
(west) 

Flexed, on 
side 

In empty ice 
cellar 

 Iñupiaq  Ford  - - - - Died in house 
  UAP * - - - - In collapsed 

house 
 ? Lost to 

ocean 
1? ? ? ? ? ? 

Kugok Birnirk Ford 15 Y ? Chukchi 
(west) 

Back, 
extended or 
partially 
flexed 

Most wood 
platform 
under, fur 
1 w/ 
whalebone 
frame/ 
cover 

  UAP/ 
Brower 

4 Y Y? ? Back, 
extended or 
partially 
flexed 

Log covers, 
fur, log 
platform? 

Nunavak Birnirk Hopson 8 Y ? Nunavak 
Lagoon 
(SE) 

Back Wood platform 
under, wood 
or whalebone 
frame, wood 
corner posts, 
fur wrap 

 ? Ford ? 
(skulls 
only) 

? ? ? ? ? 

Kugusu-
garuk 

Birnirk Van Valin  Y ? ?  Wood platform 
under, wood 
or whalebone 
frame, wood 
corner posts, 
fur wrap 

Coffin Iñupiaq  Surface 1 ? ? ? Back? Wood frame 
around 

Sinaru Iñupiaq  Hrdlička 5  ? ? ? ? Surface? 
Skull Cliff Iñupiaq  Hrdlička 2  ? ? ? ? ? 
Pingusu-gruk Iñupiaq  MAPPing 2 Y ?  Back 1 surface 

(kitchen roof) 
1 in 
abandoned 
house tunnel 

Nunagiak  Ford 2 Y ? ? ? ? 
Point Hope Near- Larsen/ 12 Y ?    

                                                 
16 Cultural attribution made by Smithsonian based solely on craniometrics (Hollinger et al. 1994:90). 
17 Site attribution made by Smithsonian based solely on craniometrics (Hollinger et al. 1994:89). 
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Site Culture Excavator #  Grave 
goods? 

Burial 
rocks 

Orientation Posture Grave 
structure 

Ipiutak Rainey 
 Ipiutak Larsen/ 

Rainey 
138 Y ? Chukchi 

(west) 
Back, 
extended 

59 wood 
coffin, 79 
surface 

 Birnirk Larsen/ 
Rainey 

3 Y ?  Back,  
extended 

Wood under, 
wood frame, 
walrus ribs 

 West. 
Thule 

Larsen/ 
Rainey 

2 Y ? ? ? ? 

 Tigara Larsen/ 
Rainey 

349 Y 
Few 

? Chukchi 
(west) 

Back, 
flexed 

Log frame or 
coffin, 
whalebone 
frame 

 Iñupiaq  Larsen/ 
Rainey 

6   ? ? Rack 

Kukulik OBS Geist/ 
Rainey 

1  ?  Flexed  

Mayau-
ghaaq (Miyo-
wagh) 

OBS Collins 1 Y  Chukchi  
(NNW) 

Flexed Covered with 
stones & logs 

Gambell 
Cemetery 

Punuk ? Bandi/ 
Blumer 

98 Y  Bering 
(North) 

Back,  
extended 
(16 flexed) 

Whalebone 
frame, stones, 
wood under, 
whalebone 
covers, wood 
frames 

  Staley       
Dovlayaq  Bandi/ 

Blumer 
17   Bering 

(East) 
Back, 
extended 
(2 flexed) 

Among rocks, 
whalebone  

Kitngipalak  Bandi/ 
Blumer 

126   Bering 
(North) 

Back, 
extended 
(7 flexed) 

 

Chini OBS Dikov 102 Y  Bering 
Strait 
(N/NE) 

Back, 
extended 

Pit, slab or 
whalebone 
frame, some 
stone under, 
whalebone or 
baleen cover 

Ekven OBS w/ 
Okvik/ 
Punuk/ 
Birnirk 

Arutiunov/ 
Sergeev 

189 Y Y (a 
few) 

Varies 
Flexed 
Bering 
Strait 
(E/SE) 

Back, 
extended 
flexed 
 

Stone frames, 
some 
whalebone, 
wood floors 

Uelen OBS w/ 
Okvik/ 
Punuk/ 
Birnirk 

Arutiunov/ 
Sergeev 

71 Y Y (a 
few) 

Chukchi  
(N/NE) 

Back, 
extended 
 
 

Stone frame, 
some 
whalebone 

 
 

Niksiuraq18 is the name applied to the area around a small cove on the 

Elson Lagoon side of Point Barrow formed by a small southwest-trending spit 

(the actual “little hook”).  It has been described as the cemetery associated with 

                                                 
18 “Little hook” in Inupiaq. 
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Nuvuk (Mudar et. al 1996), but it lies nearly 4 kilometers south of Nuvuk, and at 

least 2 kilometers south of the southernmost of the marked graves in the Nuvuk 

cemetery.  Stefánsson collected 121 individuals, mostly represented as skulls, 

from a location he referred to as Point Barrow, which seems most likely to have 

been Niksiuraq.  He referred to the Barrow area as Cape Smythe, and 

distinguished it from Birnirk and Point Barrow in packing lists (Pálsson 

2001:311-312).  Ford collected a large series of skulls from Niksiuraq in 1932.  

These were from surface burials which he described as “all intermingled and 

scattered” and implied that it was not really possible to collect entire skeletons 

due to the mixing (Ford 1932:June 16).  On a later trip to the Point, he “got quite 

a few skulls at Nikserak but only one at Dead Man’s Island 19 .”  Carter 

conducted some limited excavations at Nuvuk, which resulted in the recovery of 

several sets of human remains.  Although it seems likely that these were all 

from burials or disturbed burials, based on the finds of the Nuvuk Archaeology 

Project, only one set was actually excavated as a burial (Kaschube 1952).  In 

1961, Jerome Jacobsen, a member of Ralph Solecki’s Brooks Range survey 

party, spent a few days excavating at Niksiuraq (Mudar et al. 1996).  He 

recovered some fragmentary human remains from below the surface in what 

was described as “recently disturbed gravel”, as well as sherds of local 

ceramics and other items which were clearly intrusive. 

Birnirk is located at the base of the Point Barrow spit, between Elson 

Lagoon and the Chukchi Sea.  Stefánsson reportedly collected one individual 

                                                 
19 One of the Tapkaluk Islands east of Plover Point. 
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from Birnirk, but apparently no further documentation was obtained. Ford 

(1932) recovered a number of individuals here, although the level of 

documentation was a bit sparse, perhaps owing to the speed of excavation.  

For example, on June 21, 1932 his crew “worked only 6 hrs., took down house 

cut of Md. R., and found 4 more skeletons and many scattered bones.  All 4” or 

6” below surface.  Cleaned up several burials but found little material.”    Ford’s 

later published report only lists 3 individuals from this mound (1959:54-55), who 

are described as being interred on their backs.  Only one had grave goods, 

although the other two were apparently quite incomplete.  Unfortunately, no 

orientation was recorded.  Excavations by Carter recovered a number of 

individuals, although they are not mentioned in the reports, and it is not clear if 

they were the result of deliberate burials. 

Utqiaġvik is at the location of modern Barrow.  The precontact settlement 

was concentrated on high ground on either side of Kugok Ravine.  Ford 

recovered two individuals from this site.  They were not burials, however, but 

rather two women who were found on the floor of a house which some young 

Barrow residents had begun excavating in imitation of Ford’s work They were 

found frozen and partly desiccated (Ford 1959:72-73).  The Utqiaġvik 

Archaeology Project recovered a number20 of individuals in a similar state of 

preservation from a collapsed house in Mound 44 at Utqiaġvik (Lobdell and 

Dekin 1984, Dekin 1990, Newell 1984).  Neither group represents actual 

                                                 
20 There is disagreement about the exact number.  Although published reports refer to five individuals, 
persons who were present in the field during the excavation, in one case very involved in the excavation, 
have stated that they observed what appeared to be the remains of an additional individual (Reinhardt:  pers. 
comm.., Sheehan: pers. comm.). 
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burials, but rather individuals who died in the house and were left there. 

Another frozen individual was exposed by a fall storm in 1986 (Zimmerman et 

al. 2000:53), but was washed away by another storm prior to excavation, so no 

information concerning the burial was recorded.  In 1994, yet another frozen 

body was partially exposed by erosion (Zimmerman et al. 2000).  On 

excavation, it proved to be that of a 5-8 year old girl who had been interred in 

an empty meat cellar or cache pit.  She was oriented with her head to the 

ocean, more or less on her side, flexed to fit into the cache.  She was dressed 

in a bird skin parka, and accompanied by a baleen toboggan, a skin bag and a 

hide rope.  C14 dating and the style of the parka indicate that the girl was 

Thule.  The autopsy indicated that she most likely died of starvation, and had 

experienced disabling health issues in life.  The empty meat cellar strongly 

suggests a general food shortage within the community.  While this was 

certainly not a typical burial, most probably due to straitened circumstances in 

the community at large, the orientation of the head toward the ocean would not 

have required any extra expenditure of energy on the part of the burial party 

and can be assumed to be deliberate.  The burial seemed to have been done 

with care, even under difficult circumstances. 

By the contact era, the dead from Utqiaġvik were being placed on the 

tundra behind the settlement, primarily along the banks of Isatkoak Lagoon 

(Murdoch 1892:425, Ford 1932), as much as a mile and a half inland in some 

cases.  At some point, the use of wooden coffins was adopted.  Although Ford 

reports finding these boxes on the surface, it is possible that that resulted from 
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frost heaving of shallowly buried coffins.  Brower (1942:162) reports a burial 

which took place in 1893 as consisting of a coffin on the surface covered with a 

very large pile of driftwood.  Brower (1942:208-209) also mentions the 

destruction of numerous burial racks and coffins in a quest for firewood by 

whalers who were stranded at Barrow over the winter of 1896-97, which may 

account for the many scattered human remains found later.  The 1st 

International Polar Year Expedition under Lt. Ray collected the crania of seven 

individuals, apparently from this area, although no details can be found in notes 

(Hollinger et al. 1994:88).  Hrdlička made a collecting trip to North Alaska in 

1926.  He appears to have collected 42 individuals from this cemetery during a 

three hour collecting excursion which resulted in four sacks of skulls and bones 

(Hollinger et al. 2004:88-89).  Ford (1932:August 5) reports collecting only “4 

bags” of surface-exposed skulls, avoiding opening coffins on the grounds that 

the contents were “rather fresh.”  The total number of individuals collected by 

Ford was 33 or 34, depending on whether or not one skull was collected from 

this cemetery or elsewhere.  It has been attributed to this site by the 

Smithsonian Repatriation Office, based on craniometrics (Hollinger 2004:89).  

There are a number of other locations on the tundra behind the present village 

of Barrow where human remains are visible on the surface or shallowly buried 

coffins are visible.  The first Christian cemetery in Barrow was begun on the 

bank of Isatkoak Lagoon, perhaps a bit closer to the village than many of the 

surface-exposed individuals. 
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Kugok is the name of the ravine that bisects the settlement of Utqiaġvik.  

It contains a stream which drains the tundra behind the site of the settlement 

and which was a freshwater source for the residents.   There are a group of 

mounds at the head of the ravine, which proved to contain Birnirk burials.  It 

appears that Van Valin recovered some Birnirk burials in this area, although no 

results have been published.  Ford excavated in several mounds in the area.  

He reports the recovery of 15 separate individuals (Ford 1959:25-30) although 

apparently only 12 of them were collected (Hollinger et al. 2004:43-44).  Some 

of the burials were disturbed, and all were shallow, which led to rather poor 

preservation.  In some cases, only skullcaps were found, so orientation was not 

clear.  However, most of the burials had “platforms” of parallel logs or planks 

underneath the individual, so orientation can be inferred.  Burial 5 in Mound A 

had whalebone as a partial frame and cover, and no evidence of a log platform.  

In Mound B, Burial 1 was laid on hide with no logs, and Burials 5, 6 and 7, 

which appear to have been a group interment, had no platform, but had a 

couple of logs running across the burials.  The drawing (Ford 1959:29) seems 

to indicate the wood was underneath the remains, but Plate 6b (Ford 1959 

seems to show the wood draping over the remains, which would indicate it had 

been placed as a cover.  In all but one instance (Mound A, Burial 2) the 

individuals were placed with their heads to the west, toward the Chukchi Sea, 

which was the closest ocean.  Four additional individuals were recovered by the 

Utqiaġvik Archaeological Project (UAP) in 1981 (Brower 1991:31-43).  Where 

position is reported or visible in a plate, they were placed on their backs, legs 
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flexed.  Orientation is described as north-south for Mound 24 Burial 1 (Brower 

1991:36) and as with the “head turned to the left facing north” for Mound 24 

Burial 2, although the plate has a trowel pointing toward the feet (Brower 

1991:37).  No orientations were described for the other burials.  Brower 

(1991:36-38) describes Mound 24 Burials 1 and 2 as being placed on logs or 

planks, with skins underneath the remains in the case of Burial 2.  Burials 2-4 

are described as having had wood covers. 

Nunavak is the name of a location on the North side of Nunavak Lagoon.  

There are a series of small natural mounds there, somewhat similar in nature to 

those at the head of Kugok Ravine.  Van Valin may have worked there.  When 

Alfred Hopson was hired by the University Museum to continue Van Valin’s 

collecting work, he moved operations to Nunavak, as he felt that Van Valin had 

exhausted Kugusugaruk (Hopson:1929a).  Hopson (1929a, 1929b) excavated 

eight or nine graves at Nunavak.   He describes the burials as consisting of 

small driftwood adzed planks as a base, with a wood frame and wood corner 

posts (1929b).  In one case the frame was whalebone.  All the bodies were 

interred on the back, wrapped in hides (Hopson 1929a, b).  Ford considers the 

burials to be Birnirk in affiliation, based on the limited artifacts inventory he was 

able to examine (1959:24).  In 1932, Ford “got a box of skulls Mr. Hopson had 

thrown out” from Nunavak (Ford 1932), but obviously there was no information 

on the nature of the burials. 

Kugusugaruk is located up a ravine between Nunavak and Walakpa.  It is 

not visible from the ocean, unlike most of the sites mentioned here.  Van Valin 
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excavated over 80 burials from 6 mounds.  His notes were less than complete, 

and his sketches, as reproduced by Ford (1959:20-21) unfortunately lack north 

arrows.  It is clear that most burials were oriented in the same direction, at least 

within a given mound, but what direction that might have been cannot be 

determined.  The majority of individuals seem to be on their back or somewhat 

on their sides.  It is not clear if they had flexed limbs or if that is Van Valin’s way 

of showing how complete the skeleton was.  Only four of the burials are 

represented as being on log platforms with frames (Ford 1959:20-21), but 

Hopson, who was familiar with Van Valin’s work and the Kugusugaruk site 

states (1929a) that the Kugusugaruk burials were like those at Nunavak, but 

that Van Valin had not reached the bottom in most cases. 

Sinaru is the location of a small settlement on the Chukchi Sea coast 

roughly 30 kilometers southwest of Barrow.  Hrdlička collected the remains of 5 

individuals from this site.  From the condition of the bones, it is probable they 

were surface burials (Hollinger et al. 2004:93), although no information appears 

to have been recorded by Hrdlička. 

Skull Cliff is the name applied to a set of high bluffs on the Chukchi Sea 

coast some 50 kilometers southwest of Barrow.  During Hrdlička’s 1926 

collecting trip he made a brief visit to a site here and collected one or two 

individuals21 from a site up a small drainage (Hollinger et al. 2004:94-95), but 

does not seem to have recorded any information as to whether they were 

surfaces burials or not, orientation or posture, or grave goods. 

                                                 
21 His notes refer to a man and a woman, but the Smithsonian only accessioned one individual. 



48 
 

Excavations at Pingusugruk recovered two individuals.  One was an 

apparent surface burial of an adult female who had been placed on top of the 

kitchen of a house.  The cranium was the only element recovered, along with 

artifacts suggesting a sewing kit.  The other individual was an adult female 

found in the entrance tunnel of a house, wrapped in musk-ox hide.  It was not 

clear if this was a deliberate burial in an abandoned house or if the individual 

may have died there while attempting to shelter there.  There was one other 

adult cranium found on the surface north of the main site area, and Frederick 

Milan (1986:pers. comm.) reported a cranium which had been atop the ocean-

side erosion face at the site for some time, and which Wainwright residents had 

requested him to remove due to its unfortunate tendency to “whistle” at passing 

travelers. 

Larsen and Rainey excavated over 500 burials at Point Hope, including 

groups at Tigara, Ipiutak and Jabbertown.  Many of the graves were Ipiutak and 

Near Ipiutak/Norton in age.  There were only three Birnirk burials, and two that 

were identified as Western Thule, one of which did not actually contain any 

human remains.  The Ipiutak burials, of which there were 138 excavated, fell 

into two or three distinct types (Larsen and Rainey 1948:58-61,149).  There 

were 59 “coffin” burials, which involved log structures with a floor, four walls and 

a cover, some of which appeared to have been place in excavated graves, and 

what Larsen and Rainey interpret as surface burials.  These can possibly be 

subdivided into a group of 29 they call “midden-like” burials, due to their 

fragmentary nature and resemblance to middens in the area, and a group of 



49 
 

“frame” burials, which seem to have had a wood frame and perhaps a piled log 

cover.  The surface burials contained the vast majority of the elaborate ivory 

carvings for which Ipiutak is famous (Larsen and Rainey 1948:60).  In general, 

where the remains were intact enough to distinguish, the individuals appear to 

have been buried on their backs, extended, with their heads to the west, 

parallel to the beach ridges on which the burials occurred. Slightly over half of 

the “coffin” burials contained grave goods, which were similar to artifacts found 

in the Ipiutak houses (Larsen and Rainey 1948:58).   

Of the three Point Hope Birnirk burials excavated by Larsen and Rainey, 

two were “coffin” burials, and the third was lined with walrus ribs and contained 

wood fragments (1948:61,169).  In the one case where it could be determined, 

the individual had been interred on the back in an extended position 

(1948:160).  All of the graves contained some grave goods, although they were 

not extensive. 

No wood at all was found in the two Western Thule burials at Point Hope 

(Larsen and Rainey 1948:61), but this may be a result of taphonomic 

circumstances pertaining to these graves.  One of the two graves actually 

contained no human remains at all (Larsen and Rainey 1948:170).  

Unfortunately, no detailed description of these two graves is published. 

The Point Hope Tigara graves, of which Larsen and Rainey 

(1948:62,175) excavated no less than 349, also had evidence of wood “coffins” 

or frames, either wooden or whalebone.  The Tigara bodies were buried on the 
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back in a flexed position.  Grave goods were usually minimal, and many graves 

contained none (Larsen and Rainey 1948:175). 

There are also a number of works detailing graves on St. Lawrence 

Island (Bandi and Blumer 2004a, Collins 1937, Staley and Mason 2004).  At 

most of these sites, artifacts from several archaeological cultures are 

represented, including Okvik, Old Bering Sea, Punuk and Birnirk, with some 

Western Thule at some sites.  Some of the graves with grave goods appear to 

contain diagnostic artifacts attributed to more than one culture (e.g. Uelen 

Burial 18(59)).  Radiocarbon dating has proved of little in resolving the situation.  

Not only is the majority of datable diagnostic material made from marine 

mammal products, which introduce old carbon issues, but it appears from a 

considerable amount of dating of both graves and habitation sites that there is 

considerable overlap between the cultures, with the possible exception of Okvik 

and Western Thule (Bandi and Blumer 2004a:138, Blumer 2004). Nevertheless 

Bandi and Blumer (2004a:135) feel that the majority of the graves in the 

Gambell, Dovlayaq and Kitngipalak cemeteries were Punuk, in part because of 

the relative lack of ivory sculptures compared to the graves at Uelen and 

Ekven, which they feel were primarily Okvik and Old Bering Sea in origin.  They 

also note that the St. Lawrence Island cemeteries were relatively lacking in 

graves with diagnostic artifacts, and many contained no grave goods at all 

(Bandi and Blumer 2004a:135). 

The old Gambell cemetery (Bandi and Blumer 2004a, Staley and Mason 

2004) was located on a gravel spit inland of the Old Gambell and Sikluwaghaaq 
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village sites.  Major excavations were conducted by a project directed by Bandi 

(Bandi and Blumer 2004a, 2004b). Recent village expansion of the village and 

installation of a water/sewer system resulted in additional graves being located 

(Staley and Mason 2004).  The majority of graves were constructed with 

whalebone framing, often with skulls or large rocks at the head and foot.  Some 

merely had a whale jaw on each side, and a few had no visible structure.  There 

were also some with a wood plank ”coffin” structure.  Graves were covered with 

large whalebones (Bandi and Blumer 2004a:132).  Individuals were generally 

interred on their backs, usually in an extended position, although there were 

some instances of flexed burials (Bandi and Blumer 2004a:133).  Heads were 

generally oriented to the north, which is toward the Bering Sea (Bandi and 

Blumer 2004a:132). 

The cemetery at Dovlayaq was located in a boulder field above the 

current beach (Bandi and Blumer 2004a).  Whalebones were used in 

construction of graves, although to a far lesser extent than at Gambell.  Bandi 

and Blumer (2004a:132) speculate that this may have been due to the 

abundance of rocks rendering the use of whalebone superfluous.  There were 

many graves containing more than one individual (Bandi and Blumer 

2004a:133).  Most of the remains were on their backs, generally in an extended 

position, although there were some instances of flexed burials (Bandi and 

Blumer 2004a:133).  Heads were generally oriented to the east, which is toward 

the Bering Sea at Dovlayaq Bay (Bandi and Blumer 2004a:132). 
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The cemetery at Kitngipalak was located in elevated boulder-strewn 

tundra well above the current beach (Bandi 1967, Bandi and Blumer 2004a).  

The majority of graves containing more than one individual, in one case eleven 

or twelve separate individuals (Bandi and Blumer 2004a:133).  Individuals were 

usually interred on their backs, generally in an extended position, although 

there were some instances of flexed burials (Bandi and Blumer 2004a:133).  

Heads were generally oriented to the north and northeast, which is toward the 

Bering Sea (Bandi and Blumer 2004a:132). 

At Mayughaaq (Miyowagh), Collins (1937:64-65) excavated one burial in 

the midden.  The extremely well-preserved adult individual was covered in bird 

skins and then seal skins.  The person had been interred on the back, in a 

flexed position, with a stone beneath the head and stones and “a mass of 

timbers” covering the body.  Grave goods were all Old Bering Sea, and 

included both harpoon heads and needle cases.  The burial was oriented north-

northwest, with the head toward the Chukchi. 

Several large Neoeskimo cemeteries have been excavated in Chukotka. 

These include the cemeteries at Chini (Dikov 2002), Uelen (Arutiunov and 

Sergeev 2006a) and Ekven (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006b).  A similar situation 

to that existing on St. Lawrence Island is evident in the representation of 

several cultures, which appear to have overlapped in time to a considerable 

degree. 

The main cemetery at Cape Chini, Chukotka, has become known as the 

Chini Cemetery (Dikov 2002).  It was excavated in 1965.  A total of 102 graves 
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were excavated there, as well as several other graves in adjacent smaller 

cemeteries.  The graves in the Chini cemetery, which was located on a small 

peninsula just north of Cape Chini proper, were predominantly oriented with the 

individuals’ heads to the southeast, toward the nearest approach of the Chukchi 

Sea.  Organic preservation was not particularly good (Dikov 2002:8), but where 

it was possible to tell, the individuals had been interred on their backs, generally 

in an extended position.  There was evidence of skins in many of the graves.  

The graves had been dug into the ground, and a fair number of them had walls 

lined with stone slabs.  In a few instances they also had stone paving.  

Whalebone, especially ribs, and plates of baleen, almost certainly from 

bowhead whales on the basis of size alone, had been used as covers in many 

of the burials.  Grave goods were present in most of the graves, and indicated 

that these people were active whalers.  Dikov feels that the cemetery 

represented a relatively “pure” early Old Bering Sea group (2002:94).   

The Uelen cemetery (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a) is located on high 

ground just east of a spit.  It contained primarily Old Bering Sea and Okvik 

graves, with a few that are identified as Punuk and Birnirk. According to reports, 

71 burials were excavated. The majority of the graves were oriented to the 

north, northeast or east (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a:40), which would in 

general be toward the Chukchi.  The arrangement of the report is such that 

cultural affiliations for burials are not listed in the tables, and many burials are 

not identified as to cultural affiliation.   The majority of the individuals were 

interred on the back in an extended position, although other positions also 
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occurred (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a:69-76).  Double and multiple burials 

were frequent.  Grave goods were present in many of the graves, although only 

a few were richly appointed, and some contained no grave goods at all 

(Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a:69-76).  The presence of pebbles, as opposed 

to lumps of pigments or lithic preforms, is documented for several of the graves 

(Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a:45,48,50).  The majority of graves had stone 

framing of varying degrees of elaborateness, and some also had whalebone 

framing (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a:69-76). 

The Ekven cemetery (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006b) is located on two 

hills above the Ekven village sites.  It had marked similarities to Uelen 

(Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006b:9), containing primarily Old Bering Sea and 

Okvik graves.  Again, the report makes it difficult to determine cultural 

affiliations for particular graves, although each grave is well-described 

(Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006b:10-83).  Several graves are specifically 

identified as having Birnirk or Punuk harpoon heads in them (Arutiunov and 

Sergeev 2006b:114-115).  Most of the individuals were interred on the back in 

an extended position, although Arutiunov and Sergeev (2006b:9,115) remark on 

the presence of flexed burials at Ekven, in contrast to Uelen and elsewhere in 

Chukotka, and suggest that they may be later with slightly different cultural 

affiliations.  Orientations varied, although the majority of the flexed graves were 

oriented with the head to the northeast to southeast, in the direction of the 

Chukchi Sea.  Many graves contained more than one individual (Arutiunov and 

Sergeev 2006b).  Grave goods were present in many graves, although there 
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were few richly appointed graves and some graves contained none (Arutiunov 

and Sergeev 2006b:10-83).  Pebbles were present in several graves (Arutiunov 

and Sergeev 2006b:22,31,41,56,58,65) 

Ethnographic information on traditional burial practices in the Western 

Arctic often has been derived from non-professional sources, as trained 

ethnographers did not reach many areas until well after whalers, traders and 

missionaries were present.  As such, the practices described may have been 

somewhat altered as a result of contact and adoption of Christian burial 

practices. 

There seems to have been a general tendency for people to abandon a 

house if someone died within, leaving the deceased within (Spencer 1976:253, 

Stefánsson 1914:179), although there may have been ritual means to 

ameliorate the problem in some areas (Lowenstein 1992:148, Stefánsson 

1914:315).  This would have presented obvious problems in winter, which 

probably explains the widespread reports of moving the seriously ill out of the 

house into other shelter, or even of burying them prior to what we would 

consider their actual demise (Stefánsson 1914:341). 

The fear of dead bodies was apparently widespread.  Since the 

ethnographic accounts were all gathered after the introduction of Euroamerican 

contagious diseases, it is possible that the very real possibility of catching such 

an illness had increased the fear of “corpse sickness” among the Iñupiat of that 

era.  Several informants reported that contagious sicknesses were less 

common prior to contact (Stefánsson 1914:163).  Stefánsson reports that sitting 
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in smoke as a means of disinfection sometimes was used by those who had 

been in contact with the dead (1914:190). 

 Types and amounts of grave goods seem to have varied through time.  

By the time of contact, there seems to have been a tendency to restrict grave 

goods to low-value items (Stefánsson 1914:190).  Stefánsson (1914:152) notes 

that if a person had multiple rifles, that which was in the poorest condition would 

be buried, but his informant believed that in the past, all would have been put 

on the grave.  Often larger items like sleds or kayaks were deliberately broken 

(Murdoch 1892:424, Ray 1892:xcvi, Stefánsson 1914:152).  Stefánsson also 

notes that some burials had no goods at all left (1914:193).  He reports that 

there was a general idea that the items might be useful to the deceased in a 

future life 41919:193).  Food was occasionally left for the deceased, or burned 

for their use (1914:317).  How the deceased was dressed seems to have varied 

as well.  Beechey (1831:451-452,457) reports eider skin under caribou clothing, 

and several sources (e.g. Gubser 1961, Rasmussen 1952:126) report that the 

deceased were dressed in their “best.”  On the other hand, Spencer indicates 

that new clothing was retained by relatives, and old clothes were left with the 

deceased (1959:253).   

Platform or scaffold burials seem to have been common on the North 

Slope, with the remains either wrapped in skins (caribou appears to have been 

favored) or cloth, or enclosed in a box (Brower 1942:208-209, Larsen and 

Rainey 1948:20, Murdoch 1892:424, Stefánsson 1914:162).  There are some 

indications (Stefánsson 1914:162,192) that such burials were associated with 
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inlanders, although at least one of the platform graves was constructed by an 

individual from the Kotzebue area.  Apparently platform burials may sometimes 

have been an intermediate stage, presumably employed to keep the deceased 

safe from dogs until sufficient logs could be gathered to construct a burial with a 

log platform and walls surrounding the remains, and logs placed “tipi fashion” 

as a cover (Stefánsson 1914:316), an arrangement which may have been more 

prevalent in the Kotzebue area (cf. Beechey 1831).  Wooden “boxes” of varying 

construction (arranged logs, hewn planks) were found from the Yukon to the 

North Slope (Jacobsen 1977:104, Thornton 1931:106, Stefánsson 1919:316).  

These were sometimes semi-subterranean (Jacobsen 1977:104) and were 

usually covered with piled logs (Jacobsen 1977:104, Thornton 1931:106, 

Stefánsson 1914:316) or stones (Thornton 1931:106).  In locations where wood 

was scarce, stones were used as covering and sometime the remains were 

placed among rocks instead of in a box (Ray 1966).  Stefánsson refers to log-

covered burials as the “old…type” and wooden boxes set on high hills as being 

“more recent” (1914:192).  Elevated locations seem to have been chosen in 

many cases (Powell 1884, Stefánsson 1914:301-302,304,311). 

Stefánsson reports being told that people were supposed to be buried 

with the head to the east, but notes that grave excavations did not support this 

being a general practice in the past (1914:193-194).  Murdoch reports that Dr. 

Simpson states that this practice was followed at Point Barrow (1892:424).  

Crass (1998:295-296) states that Murdoch indicates that individuals in the Point 

Barrow region were buried in an extended position, although a reading of 
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Murdoch suggests she must have deduced this from his stated inability to tell 

which way burials were oriented.  Reportedly flexed burials were used at Point 

Hope (Lowenstein 1992:148). 

Many of the crania from the North Slope, have been analyzed by a 

number of physical anthropologists (Hollinger et al. n.d.), with particular focus 

on craniometrics and dentition, often in comparison to other Arctic populations.  

Most recently the Smithsonian Institution has reanalyzed Barrow-area human 

crania in their possession as part of a repatriation case (Hollinger et al. 2004, 

n.d.).  Their results are presented in a repatriation report (Hollinger et al. 2004), 

and a forthcoming article which appears to be largely based on that report 

(Hollinger et al. n.d.).   The physical anthropological results are beyond the 

scope of this dissertation, although it should be pointed out several questions 

regarding sample size and appropriate choice of groups to combine to achieve 

sufficient N, choice of comparative samples, and issues of probable gene flow 

from whalers, who were of significantly different ethnic backgrounds on different 

sides of the North American Arctic, remain largely unaddressed (Hollinger n.d.).  

The archaeological background presented, however, is less than thorough.  It 

relies primarily on older works22 for information, and thus fails to incorporate 

many of the new results of research and understanding of chronology which 

have evolved in the past decade.  Even for some works cited, information23 and 

                                                 
22 The most recent published archaeological citation listed in the bibliography is from 2000. 
23 On occasion one is left wondering if the document cited was actually read by the authors, as for example 
in the case of the report on the Utqiaġvik excavations.  Only one of the three volumes is cited, and that in 
referring to “small salvage and test” excavations.  Just the cited volume covers the excavation of four 
complete houses on four mounds, and well over 100 sq meters.  The entire project excavated no less than 
23 houses and three tent platforms on ten mounds, with crews in the dozens during four-month field 
seasons. 
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dates which would appear to be germane to the archaeological interpretation 

being presented are simply ignored (e.g. Zimmermann et al. 2000).  

 

Theoretical Orientation 
 
 

One thing that may be noticeable to the reader of the foregoing is an 

almost complete lack of discussion of theoretical orientations.  However, this is 

not due to omission as much as to the fact that Arctic archaeology, particularly 

as practiced in Alaska with respect to coastal Arctic groups, has been relatively 

free of explicit discussion of theory.  Why this should be so is not entirely clear. 

However, perhaps a partial explanation can be found in the fact that to date a 

great deal of the effort in Arctic archaeology has been focused primarily on 

questions of cultural history, and to a minor extent on lifeways, and only 

recently have issues of cultural process been of any significant interest.  This is 

not surprising when one considers the vastness of the Arctic, the concomitant 

logistic challenges and the attendant expenses, the very recent penetration of 

archaeologists to the region compared to many of the more temperate regions 

of the world, the extremely short field seasons and the permanently frozen 

ground. 

The state of Alaska measures nearly as large east to west or north to 

south as does the entire continental United States. Most of this terrain is 

extremely rugged, and has no easy means of access. Climatic extremes are 

such that areas exist that could be accessed and utilized in winter which cannot 
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be reached in the summer, when archaeology is possible, by any means short 

of a helicopter.  Although the major Neoeskimo coastal winter village sites have 

probably all been located in Alaska, it is possible that there are still such sites to 

be found in parts of the Canadian archipelago or northern Greenland.  

However, even on the coast, sites inhabited in other seasons of the year have 

not all been located, let alone excavated or even tested.   

In fact, there still is a considerable amount to be learned about Arctic 

culture history.  The fact that the site which is the topic of this dissertation had 

been held to be recent despite a history of several small-scale excavations 

being carried out there, and yet could be found to contain not only early Thule 

materials, but also a very large graveyard, and an Ipiutak level 500 km north of 

any previously recorded Ipiutak occupation, clearly demonstrates that Arctic 

culture history is by no means well understood. 

In some ways, and at some levels, there is actually less to learn about 

prehistoric lifeways. This is particularly true of the more recent Neoeskimo 

groups, as there appears to have been considerable continuity in material 

culture, place of residence and subsistence practices from the past to the very 

recent ethnographic present. This is perhaps particularly true in coastal North 

Alaska, and less so in the central Arctic and in areas to the east where early 

incursions by the European whalers and colonial powers had a more extensive 

effect on the local residents and their environment.  While the proper role of 

ethnographic analogy is often disputed at great length, that is not an issue 

which has been of great concern in Alaskan Neoeskimo archaeology.  Many of 
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the sites are still inhabited by descendents of people who lived there during 

times of archaeological interest, and these descendents live in ways not greatly 

different from their ancestors, or at least have done so in their lifetimes, 

whatever modern conveniences they may now enjoy.  They are often excellent 

at interpreting archaeological remains simply because they have seen and 

directly experienced the creation of similar arrangements of material culture.  

Precise and accurate transmission of oral knowledge is also highly valued in 

the culture, even today. Oral histories possess considerable time depth. In 

cases where it has been possible to archaeologically test information such as 

the location of particular structures, knowledge appears to have been preserved 

and passed down for at least 500 years (Sheehan 1989, 1990, 1997).  

Researchers do not need to attempt to draw an ethnographic analogy; they can 

legitimately employ a direct historical approach, which is logically far less 

problematic. When one couples these circumstances with the generally 

astoundingly good preservation present in the Arctic, particularly in permanently 

frozen sites where items such as leaves and lemming excrement can be 

preserved in nearly pristine condition, many of the issues to which middle range 

theory has been applied in sites and regions not so favored can be dealt with by 

looking at the assemblage. 
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Issues in Harpoon Head Typology 
 
 

Many of the major sites were excavated prior to the development of 

radiocarbon dating, and in many cases prior to the development of modern 

excavation techniques. Quite a number of the sites on the North Slope were 

excavated under the direction of non-professionals, such as Van Valin, who 

was a schoolteacher, or Alfred Hobson, who was a whaler and trader.  Many 

important collections were largely the result of purchases from local residents 

who had been encouraged to dig in archaeological sites by various Euro-

American scientists or traders.  Excavation technique and recording of 

provenience were essentially non-existent.  Permafrost and short field seasons 

mean that a number of sites were not excavated to sterile. 

In such a situation, seriation became extremely important, as did 

typology, particularly the typology of harpoon heads. These were then used to 

cross-date newly found sites with the few sites where some form of 

chronological indicators were present. For many years, the accepted date of the 

Thule expansion, considered to be one of the most important events in the 

North American Arctic in the past 2000 years, was based almost entirely on an 

estimate originally made by Therkel Mathiassen, which depended on the 

location of Thule sites on beaches in the Canadian Arctic that were being raised 

by isostatic rebound, and the correlation of those beaches elevation with rates 

of isostatic rebound developed in Scandinavia (McGhee 2000:181-183). Over 

the last decade or so, researchers have begun to question the accepted dating, 

and have been applying radiochronometric methods (Park 1994, McGhee 2000) 
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to many of these important sites, with the result that the expansion appears to 

have taken place 100-200 years later than previously thought.  A similar 

application of radiochronometrics to dating of harpoon heads has shown that 

some, if not all, harpoon head types were far more wary widely distributed in 

time than had previously been believed (Morrison 2001). They also appear to 

be non-contemporaneous at sites in different parts of the region. 
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CHAPTER 3:  COASTAL NORTH ALASKAN CULTURE HISTORY 
 

Paleo-Eskimo in Coastal North Alaska 
 

Archaeological cultures prior to the Arctic Small Tool Tradition (ASTt) do 

not appear to be represented in coastal North Alaska.  Mason has gone so far 

as to refer to the territory as “virtually unoccupied” until 600-800 AD (Mason 

2009). Since sea stand during the period those earlier cultures were in 

existence was lower than it is today, coastal manifestations of those cultures, if 

they in fact existed, would presumably have been occupying territory on the 

then-current coastline, which today is well under water.  

The earliest known occupation of coastal North Alaska appears to be a 

site discovered by Dennis Stanford at a location overlooking the Walakpa 

Lagoon which he called Kahraok.  He felt the lithic artifacts resembled materials 

from Akmak, a Paleo-Arctic site (1976:16), but the one radiocarbon date from 

the site, reported in a paper given at a Society for American Archaeology 

meeting (Stanford 1971) and never published, is considerably too late for that 

affiliation to be correct.  Stanford also encountered Denbigh, and a late variant 

which he termed Walakpa Phase Denbigh, which he felt was essentially 

transitional to Choris, based on the presence of fine pottery (1976:16-17).  This 

culture was encountered both at the Walakpa site proper where Stanford 

obtained a radiocarbon date of 1450 BC±520, and also at the Coffin site, 

located about a mile inland from the mouth of Walakpa Lagoon, overlooking the 

lagoon (1976:16). Indeed, there is still some of this pottery present on the 
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surface at the Coffin site today.  It is distinctive, having walls which are several 

orders of magnitude thinner than the walls of the later prehistoric ceramics 

found in the area24 and appearing to have been fired more thoroughly and at 

higher temperatures.  However, there are currently far more examples of both 

Denbigh and Choris sites in Interior North Alaska than there are on the coast. 

Stanford refers to six additional ASTt sites and several more Norton sites 

which were found on a reconnaissance of the area between Barrow and 

Walakpa (1976:16-17).  Although they are not shown on published maps, 

Stanford (2005:pers. comm.) states that they were found in locations similar to 

that of the Coffin site, overlooking various ravines along the coast between 

Walakpa and Barrow.    

A survey along a relict shoreline bluff south of Wainwright revealed 17 

small microlithic debitage scatters, although none of these were dated (Gerlach 

1982).  They were thought to be most likely to relate to Denbigh or Choris use 

of the area.  Their locations as described by Gerlach are not dissimilar to those 

of the Coffin or Kahraok sites, or in fact to those described by Stanford for the 

other sites encountered during the Walakpa project (Stanford 2005: pers. 

comm.).  There are also several campsites closer to Barrow which have been 

attributed to Norton (Hall and Gal 1988:874), although they also are undated. 

One Norton house, House 24, was encountered at Point Hope by Larsen 

and Rainey (1948:165-166).  They referred to Norton as Near Ipiutak because 

of the similarities between the two cultures, although they recognized its 
                                                 
24  Often referred to as “crudwear” due to lack of durability and apparently poor craftsmanship.  It has 
recently been suggested that these ceramics were actually a practical response to a limited fuel supply. 
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affinities with cultures found in sites to the south (Larsen and Rainey 1948:162, 

167-168).  Norton culture appears to have been centered to the south of the 

North Slope, particularly on the Seward Peninsula and around Norton Sound.   

Following Norton, and perhaps descending from it, the Ipiutak culture 

appeared (Larsen and Rainey 1948).  Ipiutak, the type site, is located at Point 

Hope, on the North Slope coast.  Although Larsen and Rainey suggest that the 

residents were focused largely on caribou hunting, both the locations and 

evidence from faunal remains in an Ipiutak house midden (Jensen 1997) 

suggest that they were taking considerable numbers of walruses.  Again, with 

the exception of the type site, positively identified Ipiutak sites on the North 

Slope are in the interior and appear to be focused on caribou hunting in and 

around the Brooks Range.   

Carter (1966:30) feels that several artifact types from Birnirk are most 

like Ipiutak. He notes flint flakers, but unfortunately he does not illustrate any 

nor explain this assertion further. He also notes a strong similarity in handles for 

iron-bladed engravers, which he illustrates (Carter 1966:Plate XXXI: B). Indeed, 

the illustrated engraver handles do seem similar to those illustrated by Larsen 

and Rainey (1948:Plate 8:15-24). He also cites a pair of snow goggles (Carter 

1966:Plate XXII:A) as similar to a pair illustrated by Larsen and Rainey 

(1948:Plate 48:1). While the two pairs of snow goggles do appear similar, it 

should be noted that Larsen and Rainey (1948:113) feel that the snow goggles 

in question are Okvik, and probably intrusive into the Ipiutak site. 
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A lithic scatter at the South Meade River No. 1 site (XMR-092) has 

apparent Ipiutak/Near Ipiutak/Norton affinities, particularly evident from the 

presence of triangular side blades (Gal 1982a).  Radiocarbon dates were widely 

scattered, but calibration of those preferred by Gal (1982a:57, 1982b:169-170) 

gives a result using the OxCal 3.1 combination option of 650-780 AD for the two 

sigma range.  This site is located on a well-drained overlook the view of the 

surrounding countryside in all directions for at least three miles. 

Recently, a burnt bone horizon from a site (XMR-084) on a promontory 

overlooking Kilusiktok Lake dated to 1960 +/-40 BP, which gives a calibrated 

two sigma range of Cal BC 40 to Cal AD 120 (Jensen 2007b:32).  

Unfortunately, there were no artifacts, diagnostic or otherwise, found in the test 

unit which encountered the burnt bone horizon, but the date would certainly 

suggest the possibility of a Norton/Near Ipiutak affiliation.   

 

The Development and Evolution of Thule Culture in North Alaska  
 
 
The historical versions 
 
 

The initial cultural chronologies for the Arctic regions, including north 

Alaska, were actually proposed by ethnographers, rather than archaeologists.  

As such, they were based on then-accepted theories of culture development, 

and then-current knowledge of the ethnography, distribution and languages of 

the peoples of the North American Arctic.  Given the limits of knowledge and 
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anthropological theory at the time, it is perhaps not surprising that some 

revisions have taken place over time. 

H. P. Steensby proposed (1905,1916) that there had been a Paleo-

Eskimo form of culture which had developed from northern Indian groups on the 

mainland of central Canada.  It had been focused primarily on fishing and 

caribou hunting, as was the case with the Indian tribes from which it supposedly 

had arisen.  Gradually, Steensby felt that the group became more heavily 

involved in marine mammal hunting and adopted a more generally maritime 

orientation.  Eventually the more maritime adapted parts of the group spread 

onto the islands of the High Arctic and both east and west into Alaska and 

Greenland, giving rise to what Steensby referred to as the Neoeskimo form of 

Eskimo culture. 

In 1916, Gudmund Hatt, who had produced a wide-ranging and thorough 

comparative study of skin clothing from the circumpolar Arctic (1914) drawing 

on extensive museum collections, suggested reversing Steensby’s chronology 

(1916).  While Hatt also saw two main stages, he felt that the maritime adapted 

cultures of Alaska and Greenland, which he referred to as coastal cultures, 

were actually earlier.  The “inland culture” (Steensby’s Paleo-Eskimo culture) 

was a later intrusion from the south, according to Hatt.  

Kaj Birket-Smith, an ethnographer who was a member of the 5th Thule 

Expedition, accepted and elaborated on the Steensby hypothesis (1929), based 

at least in part on his observations on the Expedition.  He proposed two 

additional stages, an initial Proto-Eskimo stage (represented by the modern 
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Caribou Eskimo), which was essentially an inland form with no maritime 

contact, and a final Eschato-Eskimo stage (represented by the few Caribou 

Eskimo west of Hudson Bay, who were recent arrivals).  These stages 

bracketed Steensby’s original two.  He also replaced Hatt’s “coastal” form with 

an “ice-hunting” form, and “inland” with “snowshoe.”   

Despite the lack of anything but ethnographic underpinnings and the 

fairly quick challenge (1930) by Therkel Mathiassen, the archaeologist of the 5th 

Thule Expedition, Birket-Smith’s formulation was quite powerful within Arctic 

anthropology.  Henry Collins, who also was an early challenger of Birket-Smith 

(1937a:379-380, 1940:542-544) describes its influence as “pervasive, almost 

obsessive” (Collins 1984:13), and refers to its “lingering effects” as having been 

“dissipated by the factual findings of archaeology.” 

Therkel Mathiassen was the first archaeologist to undertake systematic 

excavations in the North American Arctic.  As the archaeologist for the 5th Thule 

Expedition, he found sites in the Central Arctic that showed distinct 

relationships to sites in Greenland and Alaska (Mathiassen 1927).  This he 

named the Thule culture, in honor of the Expedition.  He saw the Thule culture 

as a prehistoric culture which had developed in Alaska and spread eastward 

across the Arctic to Greenland.  The descendants of the Thule were still to be 

found in Alaska and Greenland, as well as in places like Smith Sound, Baffin 

and Southampton Islands and Labrador, as modified local variants of Thule 

culture.  However, he felt they had been replaced in the Central Arctic by the 

Central Eskimo.   
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Subsequent excavations across the Arctic (e.g. Bandi and 

Meldgaard:1952, Ford 1959, Giddings and Anderson 1986, Glob 1935, Holtved 

1944a, 1944b, 1954, Larsen and Rainey 1948) only strengthened support for 

Mathiassen’s proposed cultural sequence over Birket-Smith’s formulation.  The 

advent of radiocarbon dating did not materially change this.  In time James Van 

Stone (1962) was able to show close connections between Thule and the 

Central Eskimo cultures, which changed them from an exception to yet another 

example of local development in place.  Over time, Mathiassen’s came to be 

the generally accepted scenario.  This view is certainly what was presented in 

every undergraduate and graduate class I ever had in Arctic Archaeology, as 

well as in most synthetic volumes (Dumond 1987, Hoffecker 2005). 

 

Consensus-more or less 
 
 

The general outlines of archaeologists’ understanding of coastal North 

Alaskan prehistory have been relatively stable for a number of years.  The 

general picture has one of a more-or-less orderly progression beginning with 

early Paleo-Arctic through Northern Archaic.  Although there is really no 

evidence for those cultures in coastal North Alaska, the lack of sites is 

reasonably attributed to the lower sea stand at that time, which would have 

drowned sites along the coast as the water rose.  The first culture of which 

concrete evidence, however limited, for a coastal North Alaskan presence 

exists is the Arctic Small Tool Tradition (ASTt), succeeded by Choris, 
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Norton/Near Ipiutak, and Ipiutak, followed by Birnirk, Thule (in some versions 

Western Thule) and then the late precontact groups who are the direct 

ancestors of today’s Iñupiaq residents (e.g. Ford 1959; Taylor 1963; Giddings 

1961, 1967; Dumond 1984, 1987; Anderson 1984).   

Most people saw influence from the Siberian side and the islands of the 

Bering Strait from groups identified as Old Bering Sea (OBS), Okvik and Punuk.  

Several Old Bering Sea artifacts have been found in sites in the Barrow area.  

They include a harpoon head purchased by Stefansson, reportedly from 

Utqiaġvik (Wissler 1916:410:Figure 9), two ivory hooks with OBS decoration 

and an object with an apparent OBS open-mouthed animal motif excavated by 

Ford from the Kugok mounds (Ford 1959:31:Figure 10a,b,d; #31-32). There 

was also a miniature winged object from Birnirk which is in the catalog of the 

American Museum of Natural History.   

Materials which are clearly Punuk are found at two locations on the North 

Alaskan coast.  Ford excavated an eroding house located in beach sand below 

Mound C at Nunagiak (1959:58, 60-66).  A number of artifacts were found in 

the house, which were very clearly Punuk in morphology and decoration.  They 

included a close socket harpoon head with a Punuk line and dot decoration 

which appears to be a type Vx (Ford 1959:62:Figure 21 l), as well as 2 ivory 

open socket undecorated harpoon heads which Ford (1959:63) describes as 

being III(a)x, although one of them does not look like a typical III(a)x in the 

illustration (Ford 1959:62:Figure 21 m), since it lacks any sign of a significant 

waist at the line hole.  They also include a typical Punuk trident or atlatl 
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counterweight (Ford 1959:62:Figure 21 o), apparently early Punuk, which Ford 

feels is almost identical to one from Punuk Island (1959:63-64),  and a Punuk 

blubber hook (Ford 1959:62:Figure 21 p) of Collins’s Type 4 (Ford 1959:64).  

Ford felt, correctly in my opinion, that there were far too many Punuk artifacts in 

this house to have resulted from trade, and that it was certainly the result of 

people of Punuk culture living at that location (1959:64).  This house was 

stratigraphically below a cut in which a number of harpoon heads were 

recovered.  Two Thule 2 and one Natchuk were recovered in situ, and an 

additional two Thule 2, one Sicco and one Natchuk were recovered among the 

tumbled timbers that were at the waterline.  While Ford was unable to 

determine if the latter finds were associated with the Punuk house, or the level 

above it, it was clear that the Punuk house was present either prior to or 

contemporaneously with people who would have used that harpoon head 

assemblage.  More recently, a Punuk trident was recovered at Uivvaq (Mason 

2009).   

This Siberian influence was generally seen as being connected to the 

transition to a subsistence focus on whaling, and the somewhat mysterious 

posited transition from Birnirk to Thule, which then spread eastward all the way 

to Greenland. Birnirk appeared to predate Punuk in Siberia, and to date 

somewhat later on the Alaskan side.  There were suggestions that the picture 

was more complicated, for example the possibility that the Choris-Norton-

Ipiutak continuum was somehow ancestral to Birnirk, based on some similarities 
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in lithic technology, but generally those broad outlines of cultural chronology 

were accepted.   

After the great Thule expansion to the east, which has traditionally been 

stated to have occurred around 1000 AD 25  (e.g. Ford 1959:243, Taylor 

1963a:456, Giddings 1967, Stanford 1976, Anderson 1984:91), Neoeskimo 

development was seen largely as a process of development and specialization 

in place.  For a while, researchers, particular those working in the Eastern 

Arctic, tended to see all changes in Thule culture as a result of influences from 

outside, be they contact with the Norse in Greenland (Mathiassen 1930), or an 

additional migration from some place in the West (Holtved 1944b).  By the 

1970s, the explanations given generally relied on climate change as a driver for 

cultural change, without necessarily specifying in detail how the linkages 

between climate and culture were actually believe to have worked (e.g. 

McGhee 1972, Fitzhugh 1972, McCartney 1977, Stanford 1976).  Beginning in 

the 1980s, trends in archaeological theory led away from cultural ecology and 

focused more on unique historical events and the decisions of individual 

actors 26 .  More recently, however, approaches grounded in evolutionary 

ecology have come to situate issues of environment and culture change in a 

more explicit, theoretically grounded, testable framework. 

 
                                                 
25 McGhee (2000:181-183) suggests that Mathiassen was the originator of the one thousand years AD date, 
based on the height above sea level of the sites he found in the central Arctic and the rates of isostatic 
rebound in Scandinavia.  Although there was some controversy at the time about the dating of Thule, it was 
resolved in favor of the 1000 AD expansion shortly after the advent of radiocarbon dating. 
26 While this undoubtedly represents a needed correction to a situation which at times narrowly missed being 
environment determinism, eliminating the environment from consideration of factors affecting cultural 
change, particularly in a region like the Arctic, would seem to verge on throwing the baby out with the 
bathwater. 
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The consensus unfortunately appears to be wrong 
 
 

Increasingly better resolution in paleoclimatic and paleoenvironmental 

data has permitted more refined reconstructions of past environmental 

conditions.  They suggest that the period during which whaling developed, 

perhaps in part as an outcome of Punuk/Birnirk/Thule relationships, is one of 

significant climatic changes, although the picture is more complicated than the 

simple Medieval Warm Period/Little Ice Age scenario which had been seen as 

the background for the Thule expansion. 

In addition, improvements in radiochronometrics, especially development 

of calibration curves and better understanding of suitability of various raw 

materials for C14 dating27, combined with increasing, although still extremely 

limited, dating of diagnostic artifacts, have led to a realization that the long-

accepted regional cultural history is in need of revision.  For example, Mason et 

al. (1991) submitted four diagnostic antler harpoon heads found adjacent to the 

Mound 44 slump near Utqiaġvik for 14C dating; an “early” Thule 2 harpoon head 

dated contemporaneously with a Kilimatavik harpoon head within the 14th 

century AD, more recently than expected. By contrast, Morrison (2001) dated 

five early Thule harpoon heads reportedly collected by Stefansson in 1909 and 

reported that Natchuk and Thule 2 types were contemporaneous in the early 

11th century AD.   In 2002, Mason, Hoffecker, and co-workers discovered a 

Punuk trident at Uivvaq within levels dated between AD 1050-1200 cal, a much 
                                                 
27 The difference between dates on antler and ivory was noticed by Rainey and Ralph.  However, they 
erroneously concluded that it was the antler that was dating anomalously late, rather than the marine-
derived walrus ivory that was dating too early (1959:366-367).   This may well have influenced the choice of 
samples for dating for many years, thus leading to a real dearth of useful dates. 
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younger age than some archaeologists might expect for Punuk.  Two Sicco 

harpoon heads have been recovered from a burial context at Nuvuk that was 

dated at AD 870 to 1005 cal (Jensen 2007a).   

Clearly, there is considerable chronological overlap between cultures 

previously thought to be successors to each other.  There is also increasing 

evidence of spatial overlap of cultures thought by many to have been more 

regional in nature, including the recent discovery of the possible Punuk level at 

Uivvaq near Cape Lisburne.  Mason (2009) has done an exhaustive review of 

the evidence for spatial and temporal overlap of Punuk, Birnirk and Thule on 

both sides of Bering Strait.  Given the current state of knowledge, Mason (2009) 

is forced to conclude that we need to do considerably more research and more 

dating before we will be able to unravel the connections between Punuk, Birnirk 

and Thule.  At the moment, the general picture appears to be as shown in 

Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1:  Neoeskimo and Norton tradition relationships.28 
 
 

As noted in chapter 2 above, coastal North Alaska suffers from a distinct 

lack of carefully excavated stratified sites.  The earliest workers in the area 

relied almost entirely on artifacts purchased from local residents, who obviously 

had no notion of stratigraphy or proper excavation technique.  Ford (1959) was 

focused in part on site survey, and lacked time or the skilled crew to excavate a 

large frozen stratified site with fine stratigraphic control.  One imagines he was 

also hampered by the fact that the cultural sequence here was essentially 

unknown and therefore he could not use artifact types to help maintain 

stratigraphic control.  Not until Stanford (1976) was a stratified site on the North 

Slope carefully excavated and published.  Neoeskimo chronologies were fairly 

                                                 
28 Adapted from Figure 9 in Bronshtein and Plumet 1995:36. 
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well-developed in the Northwest Alaska region, based on Giddings’s 

dendrochronological work as well as on work on the beach ridges of Cape 

Krusenstern (Giddings and Anderson 1986), at the Trail Creek caves (Larsen 

1968) and the stratified site at Onion Portage (Anderson 1988).  Collins' work at 

St. Lawrence Island (1935) had also established a harpoon head chronology for 

the Bering Strait region.  Although the Utqiaġvik Archaeological Project (Dekin 

1990, Sheehan 1990) involved the excavation of a considerable volume of 

stratified site, the report was not widely distributed, and was rather more 

descriptive than analytical.  The one part of the excavation that was published 

(Sheehan 1997) was not particularly focused on artifactual data.   

In this situation it is perhaps not surprising that researchers dealing with 

finds from North Alaska generally attempt to tie them into sequences for 

Northwest Alaska or the Bering Strait.  While regional inter-comparison is 

certainly a good idea, given the considerable chronological overlap mentioned 

above there would seem to be no a priori reason to believe that a harpoon head 

type found in a site on the North Slope is contemporaneous with similar 

harpoon heads found at Cape Krusenstern, for example. Nor is there any 

reason to imagine that the sequence of occupation found at stratified sites in 

the Bering Strait or deduced from beach ridge sequences such as those at 

Cape Krusenstern, necessarily represents the sequence of occupation as it 

occurred at sites on the North Slope. In fact, given that the various 

archaeological cultures appear to have their "centers of gravity" in different 

areas while having a considerable degree of temporal overlap, it seems quite 
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likely that, for example, Punuk might precede Birnirk at one site, and be 

succeeded by Birnirk at another site. 

The details of the variations in cultural chronology and occupational 

history between sites, sub-regions and regions are obviously extremely 

important to understanding not only of culture history, but particularly to any 

attempt to understand and explain cultural process.  That being said, it is 

obviously necessary to find ways to move forward, building on the work that has 

already been done, while continuing to subject previously established tentative 

chronologies to critical analysis. 

 
 

Ways to Address Those Problems 
 
 

There are several facets to this reconsideration of Western Arctic cultural 

chronologies. Firstly, we need to achieve a better consensus on what exactly 

we mean when we say Punuk, or Thule, or Birnirk, or for that matter 

Intermediate Kotzebue.  Currently, different researchers can easily apply 

different names to the same archaeological manifestation 29 .  Some of the 

differences are due to differing archaeological traditions on opposite sides of 

the Bering Strait, such that the Russian archaeologists often refer to what might 

be termed Thule by North American researchers as “late Punuk”.  Similarly, the 

definition of Birnirk commonly used on the Russian side of the Bering Strait is 

somewhat broader than that used on the North American side of the Bering 
                                                 
29  The present author and Owen Mason have presented papers in the same session in which one of us 
described a Thule occupation at Barrow, while the other described a Punuk occupation.  The evidence 
presented in both cases consisted of identical slides of the same Sicco harpoon heads! 
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Strait (Mason 2009).  In any event, until everyone can be certain as to what 

form of cultural manifestation is being discussed under a particular name, the 

possibility for increasing rather than diminishing confusion remains. 

A second part of the solution to the current state of confusion lies in a 

program of dating.  Until the actual chronology is firmer, and we know what 

cultures were where when, it is somewhat pointless to expend much thought 

and effort on constructing hypotheses involving cultural contact (of whatever 

nature) as a driver of culture change.  However, as noted above, it is important 

to be sure people are clear about what they are dating.  Confusion can easily 

arise when the initial report is difficult to obtain, and dates are discussed in 

secondary works with reference only to the cultural affiliation assigned to them 

by the original researcher.  

Another issue, probably related to the fairly significant cost of 

radiocarbon dating, is the tendency to obtain only one or two dates from a site. 

This is particularly problematic when the site contains numerous structures, 

potentially spanning a considerable period of time, or consists of a structure 

that has obviously been repeatedly reused. There are numerous instances of 

dates being run on material from one structure and then applied to diagnostic 

artifacts from an entirely different structure at the site. Unfortunately, only rarely 

is any evidence presented to support the idea that the two structures are 

contemporaneous and that the date therefore can appropriately be applied to 

the diagnostics. In fact, there is some ethnographic evidence that people were 

prone to abandon structures periodically, either due to a death within the 
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structure or due to the fact that the build-up of various waste products rendered 

it unpleasant to inhabit.  Plus, it is quite possible that structures at a given site 

could have been occupied sequentially, and cannot a priori be considered 

contemporaneous.  This issue can be resolved by running larger suites of dates 

from a given site. This will also ameliorate any problems which might arise from 

use of old materials, perhaps more common in the High Arctic where raw 

materials can be extremely scarce, from curation of artifacts or from antiquarian 

activities on the part of the site's inhabitants. 

These two steps, combined with careful excavation of some additional 

stratified sites, will take us a long way toward clarifying the Neoeskimo cultural 

history of the region.  Assuming that the ultimate goals of anthropological 

archaeology are a bit loftier, we also need to understand something about the 

way people were living at different points in space and time.  Hypotheses about 

cultural processes and factors that may have affected them cannot be 

examined and tested solely with information on the distribution of cultures 

through time and space. 
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CHAPTER 4:  NUVUK 

Description & Environmental Context 
 
 
Setting 
 

 
Nuvuk is a former village which was once located at the tip of the Point 

Barrow spit, Alaska (Figure 2). The word “Nuvuk” means “point” or “tip” in 

Iñupiaq.  The spit is the dividing line between the Chukchi Sea on the west, the 

Beaufort Sea on the north and Elson Lagoon on the east. It is located at 

71°23.221’ North latitude, 156° 27.540’ West longitude.  The modern 

community of Barrow lies roughly 15 km to the southwest along the Chukchi 

Sea coast.  The land belongs to the Ukpeagvik Iñupiat Corporation (UIC), the 

village corporation established for the residents of Barrow under the terms of 

the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA). 
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Figure 2:  Location of Nuvuk.  Map from Jensen (2007a). 
 

The site of Nuvuk lies on Point Barrow, a lightly vegetated gravel spit at 

the northern extreme of the Arctic Coastal Plain.  As is true of the rest of the 

Coastal Plain, relief is quite limited.  At the time of our initial archaeological 

survey, the highest points on the entire spit were roughly 4 m ASL. Currently, 

as a result of natural erosional processes, the greatest height ASL is somewhat 

less (cf. ANSCIA GCP C042 at 3.28 m ASL, which is now eroded). Portions of 

the spit are underlain by permafrost (permanently frozen ground).  However, it 
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seems to lie at considerable depth compared to permafrost in nearby tundra 

areas on finer and more ice-rich sediments.  As a result, frozen ground offers 

less protection against erosion and site disturbance at Nuvuk than it does at 

other sites in the vicinity. 

The Nuvuk site lies primarily on the highest of the beach ridges that 

compose the Point Barrow spit.  The Peat Locus lies on the lower ground to the 

east of that ridge. 

The Barrow B-4 USGS 1:62,500 topographical sheet shows the Point 

Barrow spit as being continuous all the way to Nuvuk. However, the spit is 

known to have breached at times in the past.  Ray (1885) notes that the sea 

would break over the spit during westerly gales when it was ice-free. Carter 

remarks on having planned his field seasons so that work at Nuvuk took place 

prior to breakup, when this breach could be crossed on the ice, and then 

moving to Birnirk to work on that was no longer feasible.  Currently, this section 

of the point is occupied by a heavily-used road, protected by a high berm of 

very large geo-textile sacks, covered with beach gravel.   In a severe storm on 

October 6, 2002, the ocean overtopped and then removed the berm at certain 

points, and obliterated the road.  It was repaired by the North Slope Borough at 

considerable expense, as it is the only way to reach the Niksiuraq boat launch, 

which offers access to the waters of Elson Lagoon and provides the only safe 

launching place under certain wind conditions.  It should be noted that 

Kashevarov, who passed by Point Barrow in 1837, apparently did not notice a 
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breach at this point, although he does describe breaches among the barrier 

islands extending to the southeast (VanStone 1977:36). 

 

Figure 3:  Breach in Point Barrow spit, October 6, 2002.  The view is looking NE along the 
spit.  The poles with reflectors mark what used to be the right-hand shoulder of the road. 

 
 
Geology 
 

The Point Barrow spit, which at one time was the northernmost point of 

land discovered in the Western Hemisphere, has played a fairly prominent role 

in North Alaskan science. For example, the first International Polar Year (IPY) 

expedition to the area was referred to as the Point Barrow Expedition, even 

though they chose to locate the station some 15 km to the south, in what is now 

the Browerville section of Barrow.  Scientific specimens collected tens of 

kilometers away from Point Barrow are often referred to as originating at Point 
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Barrow, even when fieldnotes or simply the nature of the specimen make that 

extremely unlikely. Despite this, and despite a heavy presence of scientists in 

the Point Barrow area over the last 125 years or so, the amount of study 

devoted to the geology the Point Barrow spit itself has been fairly limited. 

The first written descriptions of the spit by Europeans indicate that it was 

a "low point" according to Thomas Elson (Peard 1973:161) and "monotonous, 

consisting of gravel" in the view of Kashevarov (VanStone 1977:36).  During the 

first IPY, both Ray (1885) and Murdoch (1982) remarked on movement of 

gravel by ice pushes. Interestingly, Murdoch refers to the point as a 

"sandspit"(1892). It does seem possible that at one time there was more sand 

on the Point Barrow spit. At least one photograph shows the spit capped by a 

sand dune (McCarthy 1953:Figure 3).  There are also some suggestions of 

more sandy conditions in the preserved vegetation. 
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Figure 4:  Engraved illustration of Nuvuk from Beechey (1831). 
 

 

However, prior to the NAP there was only limited stratigraphic 

information available for the spit, and a very limited understanding of its age 

and formation.  Péwé and Church (1962) dated samples of driftwood recovered 

from considerable depth in what Mason (n.d. ) terms the Barrow ridge. Hume 

collected and dated some additional driftwood samples from the Point Barrow 

spit as part of a study of rising sea level (1965). Brown and Sellman (1966) 

dated several peat samples which originated below modern sea level from a pit 

at the base of the Point Barrow spit. 

There has been one study which measured erosion in the Nuvuk area of 

the Point Barrow spit proper. McCarthy (1953) measured erosion from 

stationary survey monuments over a period of seven years from 1945 to 1951. 
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The average rate of erosion in the Nuvuk area during that period was 

approximately 2 m per year (McCarthy 1953). More recently, the Alaska North 

Slope Climate Impact Assessment (ANSCIA) project made use of a 

combination of orthorectified aerial photographs, DGPS measurements and 

standardized measurement logarithms (Manley et al. 2003, Manley 2004) to 

evaluate coastal erosion in the Barrow area. Unfortunately, the original project 

worked on the coastline of the Chukchi Sea south of Point Barrow, and the 

Arctic Coastal Dynamics project did similar calculations, albeit with slightly 

different methodology, for the coastline east of Point Barrow. As a result, to in 

order to avoid any conflict, neither project analyzed the coastline in the 

immediate vicinity of the Nuvuk site. In fact three (in the most detailed series of 

aerial photographs) aerial photographs in the immediate Nuvuk area were not 

orthorectified by the ANSCIA project. The Nuvuk Archaeology Project has had 

the missing aerial photos orthorectified by Manley's group, using the same 

procedures. To date, funding has not been available for applying the same 

procedures for erosion analysis to the stretch of coastline where Nuvuk is 

located. 

As a result of the limited information available, the Nuvuk Archaeology 

Project included geomorphological investigation as one of its goals from the 

very beginning. Owen Mason has been working on the geomorphology of Point 

Barrow for a number of field seasons. In addition to coring and examinations of 

erosion faces, a considerable number of geomorphological tests and trenches, 

some quite sizable, have been excavated for Mason by the NAP crews over the 
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years.  In 2008, Nancy C. Bigelow joined the project. Mason is in the process of 

writing up the findings from the last eight years. The following draws heavily on 

his preliminary report (Mason n.d.), and must be regarded as preliminary since 

the research is still underway. 

Mason has identified a series of 13 beach ridges, which can be 

subsumed into five depositional units (Mason 1990, 1991, n.d.). Beginning at 

Elson Lagoon one has Unit I, the initial landform at this end of the spit, which is 

composed of an early swale with two very low linear beach ridges (B11-B13) 

protruding within it. Unit II is the composite beach ridge B-10ab (also 

designated by Mason as the Nuvuk ridge) on which the Nuvuk site and 

cemetery are located. Unit III is a series of low ridges and swales to the west of 

the Nuvuk ridge, including the widest true swale on the point separating ridges 

B8 and B9. Unit IV is the Barrow (B3) ridge, and to the west of that are the very 

recent re-curved beach ridges B1-B2. 

As part of the Nuvuk Archaeology Project, an additional 14 C14 dates 

related to geomorphology have been obtained. These have enabled Mason to 

prepare a tentative chronology of spit development.   

The swale in Unit I has peat within it. Mason sees this as having 

developed over a fairly long period of time, probably beginning between the 

eighth and fourth centuries BC and continuing as late as the fifth century AD  

Indications were that sea level was at least 50 cm lower than at present, and 

that this was a period of low storminess.  It appears that the peat formed 
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transgressively across older ridges which may result from a pre-200 AD stormy 

period (Mason n.d.). 

Unit II, the Nuvuk ridge, is a composite ridge, the broadest in the Point 

Barrow sequence. Mason (n.d. ) feels that there were two discrete episodes of 

heightened storminess which produced this ridge. The first period stretched 

from 100BC through 400AD, culminating in a huge storm which affected the 

driftwood feature.  This storm appears to have been of similar magnitude to the 

enormous storm of October 1963.  The second part of the composite ridge was 

formed by a single storm event between 400-700 AD certainly prior to 850 AD.  

Subsequently, there was a period of lower storm intensity, probably 

between 600-1000 AD, during which a series of low beach ridges (Unit III) with 

intervening swales built to the west of the Nuvuk ridge. Mason believes (n.d. ) 

that the deep swale to the immediate west of the Nuvuk ridge and the adjacent 

ridges probably had developed prior to the Thule occupation of the Nuvuk ridge.   

At some point prior to 1200 AD, the initial gravels of Unit IV, the Barrow 

composite ridge, were deposited. A second set of gravels was emplaced 

sometime prior to 1400 AD, and subsequently a vegetated surface developed. 

Subsequent storms have deposited additional 1.5 m of gravel on top of this 

surface. More recently, the latest lower re-curving ridges have developed, at 

least one of them within the past two decades. 
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Figure 5: Geomorphological radiocarbon dates from Nuvuk. 
 

 

 
Climate 

 

The climate at Nuvuk is Arctic in nature.  Summer is begins in mid-June 

and ends in mid-August, preceded by a brief spring and followed by a short fall.  

According to data from the National Climate Data Center, the 1971-2000 station 

normals for Barrow show temperatures average between +29 and +41 °F in 

Atmospheric data from Reimer et al (2004);OxCal v3.10 Bronk Ramsey (2005); cub r:5 sd:12 prob usp[chron]

2000CalBC 1000CalBC CalBC/CalAD 1000CalAD 2000CalAD

Calibrated date

Beta-235127  2390±40BP

Beta-248589  2010±40BP

Beta-235128  1980±40BP

Beta-190552  1730±80BP

Beta-235054  1680±40BP

Beta-235055  1670±50BP

Beta-220963  1580±50BP

Beta-235058  1540±40BP

Beta-235057  1520±40BP

Beta-235056  1260±40BP

Beta-248588  970±40BP

Beta-228951  500±40BP

Beta-248587  430±40BP

Beta-235059  100BP
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summer and between -1 and -16 °F in winter.  The lowest recorded temperature 

since 1949 is -54 on February 19, 1964, and the highest recorded temperature 

at Barrow is 79 on July 13, 1993, although Point Barrow is generally a bit cooler 

than the location of the National Weather Service instruments 

(http://climate.gi.alaska.edu/Climate/Location/Arctic/Barrow.html).  The daily 

maximum exceeds freezing only 109 days a year.  Fog and clouds are 

common. There is usually wind, with only 1% of observations recording calm 

conditions.  Prevailing winds are from the Northeast to East, with East-

Northeast being most frequent, occurring for nearly 20% of the recorded 

observations 

(http://climate.gi.alaska.edu/Climate/Wind/Direction/Barrow/BRW.html).   

Average wind speed is 12.8 mph 

(http://climate.gi.alaska.edu/Climate/Wind/mean_wind.html), with hourly 

recorded maxima between 30 and 48 mph.  Much higher gusts have been 

recorded.  Rain is frequent, although the average annual amount of 

precipitation reportedly is only 4.16 inches 

(http://climate.gi.alaska.edu/Climate/Location/Arctic/Barrow.html).  Snow can 

fall in any month of the year, although it is less common from mid-June to mid-

August.  There are 84 days when the sun never falls below the horizon, while 

polar night lasts 67 days or over 2 months at Nuvuk30. 

Winter lasts from October through May.  Temperatures drop below zero 

by September, and range well below zero until April.  The ice in Elson Lagoon, 

                                                 
30 Based on calculations using Nuvuk’s latitude and longitude by the US Naval Observatory Astronomical 
Applications department’s online calculator (http://aa.usno.navy.mil/data/docs/RS_OneYear.php). 
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which is relatively shallow, is stable and thick by November.  Ice on the 

Beaufort Sea is generally stable soon after.  Sea ice in the Chukchi Sea, which 

has a more active ice regime than does the Beaufort, becomes solid enough for 

travel a little later, and by mid-winter it is often difficult to distinguish land from 

ice.   Ice in the lagoon usually goes out by early July, and the sea ice is usually 

moving enough to allow boating by mid-July in recent years, although formerly it 

was not open enough to allow vessel traffic until August. 

 

 

Figure 6:  View east from Nuvuk site, June 10, 2008.  Beaufort Sea ice in left rear, Elson 
Lagoon in right rear. 
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Resources 
 
 
Vegetation 

 

The vegetation at Nuvuk is extremely sparse.  Certain areas of the site 

are nothing but bare gravel, while the lower ground on the eastern side of the 

spit is fairly well vegetated, as are parts of the swales between the beach 

ridges.  It appears, based on historical photographs, that there may have been 

more vegetation in the past, particularly in the vicinity of the now-eroded semi-

subterranean houses.  There has been a noticeable decrease in vegetation 

over the past decade. Some of this may be due to the effects of a few very 

large storms, which probably resulted in salt spray reaching most parts of the 

spit, to the detriment of non-salt-tolerant plants. In addition, the amount of the 

vehicular traffic on the point has increased greatly during that period, with a 

particularly noticeable increase in the use of trucks as opposed to ATVs.  Such 

traffic has been observed directly to be damaging to vegetation. 

The sparse vegetation is dominated by non-woody plants31.  The Unit I 

swale contains areas where a peat has been developing for quite some time. 

Macro-botanical analysis is underway, but preliminarily this peat appears to be 

composed at least in part of some type of sphagnum. Today, in the lower and 

somewhat moister areas, dense Carex-dominated vegetation prevails. A variety 

of flowering plants are present, including patches of what appears to be 

Saxifraga hirculus (bog saxifrage).  The higher areas, as Mason (n.d. ) notes, 

                                                 
31 All plant names given in the following are as published in Hultén 1968. 
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are covered with silt and currently feature a sparse lichen cover.  A small 

amount of creeping alkali grass (Puccinellia phryganodes), seems to prefer tiny, 

squat sand heaps and more protected areas, thriving particularly along the 

Elson Lagoon shore. Its blades are reddish-orange and green; about 1.5 to 2 

inches (3.8 to 5 cm) long, low-lying in small patches, and quite narrow.  

On the Nuvuk ridge, vegetation occurs in patches. In the course of the 

project, it has become clear that most of these patches are associated with past 

cultural activity, either in the form of a burial or in the form of a midden or 

activity area. In 2001, as part of the initial mapping process for the site, we 

documented the vegetation32 on each of the 126 features we recorded. We 

were fortunate enough to have the assistance of a graduate student from the 

Arctic Ecology Laboratory of Michigan State University who spent a day with us 

in the field to confirm identifications.  Grasses present included: Dupontia 

Fischeri subsp. psilosantha, Poa arctica, Arctagrostis latifolia (polar grass), 

Alopecurus alpines (Alpine foxtail).  Mustards include: Cochliarea officinalis 

subsp. arctica (scurvy grass). Members of the pink family include: Stellaria laeta 

(a chickweed), and Cerastium Beeringianum (a mouse-chickweed).  Rosaceae 

are represented by Potentilla hyparctica (Arctic cinquefoil), which are very 

common at Nuvuk.  Poppies include Papaver Hultenii and possibly Papaver 

Macounii (Arctic poppies).  Saxifrages include Saxifraga foliolosa (Grained 

saxifrage) and Saxifraga cernua (nodding saxifrage).  Lichens included: 

                                                 
32 The author maintains the northernmost garden in the United States, which is composed entirely of North 
Slope plants, primarily those found in the Barrow area. It is primarily a reference garden, so all plant species 
have been identified and labeled. Some plants were collected by Dr. Patrick Weber, a botanist with decades 
of experience with Barrow-area plants; those that were collected by the author had initial identifications 
confirmed by Dr. Weber. 
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Cetraria nivalis, Thamnolia subuliformis (whiteworm lichen), Cladonia spp., 

Pseudephebe pubescens (rockwool lichen).  The botany student also identified 

Luzula confusa (wood rush). 

In the low somewhat sandy areas of Unit III, between the Nuvuk and 

Barrow beach ridges, the dominant species is Lyme grass (Elymus arenarius L. 

subsp. mollis).  Its blades are grayish-green, about 15-20 cm long, fairly erect in 

widespread mats, and very stiffly sharp-tipped.  It develops extensive deep root 

systems, and is known as a dune stabilization species.  It appears to have been 

more widely spread in the past, as profiles cut in this area by erosion show 

what appear to be ryegrass roots extending over a much broader area than it 

now covers.   

Dwarf willows (Salix rotundifolia and Salix plebophylla) are most 

common on the low ground of Unit I to the east of the Nuvuk Ridge.  They are 

also sometimes found on the vegetated mounds which cover some graves and 

middens on the Nuvuk ridge. They grow flat to the ground, and do not exceed 5 

cm. in height, even though willows in the Barrow area have been growing 

somewhat higher in the recent warmer years.   

 

Animals 
 

Nuvuk is quite well situated from the standpoint of subsistence 

resources.  It is located near a meeting of two coastal currents.  Such areas are 

known to be particularly productive.  Nuvuk’s location would have been nearly 



96 
 

ideal for a settlement of marine mammal hunters, since residents could access 

not only both the Chukchi and Beaufort Seas, with their somewhat different sea 

ice regimes, but also the barrier islands to the East as well as a number of 

inlets and rivers which provided travel routes to the interior from the Elson 

Lagoon side.  The only other areas on the North Slope which had access to a 

similar variety of resources were Point Hope, Icy Cape and Point Franklin, all of 

which were known to have been home to whaling villages.  Probably only Point 

Hope had a similarly advantaged location, since in all the other locations 

access to the ocean would be impossible under certain wind conditions, while 

both Point Hope and Nuvuk were situated so that such limitations were much 

less severe.  That is not to say that extremely high winds could not interfere 

with hunting at those locations, merely that such problems would occur with far 

less regularity.  Charles Brower (1942:255) refers to Nuvuk as “one of the best 

hunting and whaling spots on the coast” and clearly considered it preferable to 

the current location of Barrow. 
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Bowhead whale 

 

 

Figure 7:  Bowhead whale (taken by Edward Itta’s crew) being pulled onto beach for 
butchering September 25, 2006.  Note window cut in blubber to allow internal heat to 

escape to prevent meat spoilage during tow, and flukes trimmed for better towing. 
 

The bowhead [Balaena mysticetus Linnaeus] is a great baleen whale 

ranging up to at least 65 feet (20 m) in length and quite possibly much longer33.  

McCartney and Savelle have shown that Native-hunted bowhead whales 

tended to be smaller than the population average (McCartney 1995, Savelle 

1994).  

Bowheads migrate north as the pack ice breaks up, sometimes moving 

through leads in pack ice, although they are known be able to break ice at least 

                                                 
33 Eugene Brower, President of the Barrow Whaling Captains’ Association and a whaler of many years 
experience (2004: pers. comm.) has told the author about taking a 55-foot whale which was swimming with 
another whale, which was much larger.  He believes that it must have been over 80 feet to have been so 
much larger than the whale he took.  He chose the smaller whale, trying to get a young tender one, and had 
been expecting it to be no more than 30 feet long. 
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60 cm thick sufficiently to take a breath simply by rising up under the ice 

(Nelson 1981:82, Rugh and Shelden 2002:130).  They return south in fall in 

front of the freezing pack.  They prefer to be in the vicinity of ice (Banfield 

1974:284).  Iñupiat whalers state that the whales travel in three waves or runs 

(Nelson 1981:82, E.  Brower 2004:pers. comm., T. Brower 1986). 

The whales currently hunted by North Slope Iñupiat are part of the 

Bering-Chukchi-Beaufort stock (Rugh and Shelden 2002:131).  They winter in 

the Bering Sea, and spend the summer feeding in the Beaufort, moving through 

the Chukchi Sea in the spring and fall. Bowheads’ stock structure in the Pacific 

basin is not completely understood, and it is not certain if there may have not 

been more southerly stocks which migrated north into the Chukchi for the 

summer, which have since been extirpated by Yankee whalers. If so, the 

Iñupiat would not have been so dependent on success during times of 

migration. 

Such a large animal was a treasure trove for Neoeskimos.  The maktak 

and certain other parts were delicacies.  The meat could be eaten by humans 

or dogs, the blubber provided oil for lamps and eating, and the bones were an 

important raw material which came in very large pieces.  Baleen was also an 

important raw material, with unique properties of strength and flexibility which 

are unaffected by wetting or freezing. 

Today, Barrow people often travel as far as Nuvuk to go spring whaling 

because the ice conditions are particularly favorable there. The present-day 

North Slope communities of Point Hope (Tiqiġaq) and Barrow (Utqiaġvik), both 
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of which have been in existence for over a millennium, lie in topographically 

similar locations, as did the former communities of Piŋusugruk and Icy Cape 

(Qayaiqsigvik). 

 

Walrus 
 

The Pacific walrus [Odobenus rosmarus (Linnaeus)] is an extremely 

large pinniped.  The species shows considerable sexual dimorphism, with 

males averaging 3.2 m in length, and females averaging 2.7 m.  The bulls 

average 1200-1500 kg and the females about 600-850 kg.  In good weather 

they haul out on ice floes, where they bask in dense piles.  Formerly they also 

would haul out on open beaches, but hunting pressure seems to have caused 

such spots to be abandoned in most cases.  They generally frequent shallow 

northern waters with depths up to 80 m (Vibe 1967, Kastelein 2002:1296).   

Walruses summer near the edge of the pack ice.  They remain on the ice 

when not feeding, and will drift with the ice pack, apparently being most 

concentrated along its southern margin (Nelson 1981:69). They can often be 

seen and sometimes even heard from the beach, and may actually wind up 

coming ashore from the ice floes onto the beach with west winds (personal 

observations). In the fall, they tend to feed heavily in shallow water.  They will 

try to maintain breathing holes as long as possible by butting new ice with their 

heads.  When this becomes impossible, they will move to the shore lead or to 
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polynyas, or retreat southward to open water (Nelson 1969:351, Kastelein 

2002:1296).   

Although walruses can and do occur north of Point Franklin, they are far 

less common as one moves toward Barrow. In the 1850s, Maguire repeatedly 

notes the presence of good numbers of walruses at or just south of Point 

Franklin (1988:1:256,268; 1988:2:419,480), and their relative scarcity north of 

Point Franklin (1988:1:278; 1988:2:412).   

 

Ringed seal 

 
The ringed seal [Phoca hispida (Schreber)] is the smallest true seal.  The 

average adult size in the Chukchi Sea has been reported as 121 cm (Miyazaki 

2002:1034). Despite this, they have been a mainstay of the diet of NeoEskimo 

people and their predecessors in the North American Arctic for thousands of 

years (Nelson 1969:228-229).  They are reportedly solitary, although they can 

appear in loosely dispersed groups, sometime quite large ones.  Ringed seals 

are ice-associated seals, rarely being found in open water (Miyazaki 

2002:1034).  Although they are not truly migratory as a species, they do 

fluctuate in number and location in response to ice movements (Nelson 

1981:51). They show a marked preference for fast ice, whether landfast or the 

solid polar ice pack.  They do use leads to breathe, as well as maintaining their 

own breathing holes.  They can maintain breathing holes through ice at least 

2.5 meters thick (Vibe 1967).  Young are born in dens on land-fast ice or in 

pressure ridges, and suckled as long as the ice remains stable (Banfield 
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1974:373-374; McLaren 1958:55-58).  Longer nursing produces larger pups 

and this influences final adult size (Banfield 1974:373-374, McLaren 1958:61-

70, Vibe 1967:54).    

Ringed or common seals are widely distributed in the circumpolar Arctic, 

reported to occur as far north as the North Pole (King 1964, Nelson 1981:51). In 

the Nuvuk region they occur in considerable numbers, and can regularly be 

observed from Nuvuk, either on ice or in the water.  However, the distribution is 

by no means uniform.  It varies spatially and seasonally, as well as in response 

to ice and wind conditions (Nelson 1981:51-53). When conditions are right in 

spring and early summer, seals can usually be observed basking in the fast ice 

which remains relatively flat and stable in the area sheltered by the Point 

Barrow spit.   

 

Bearded seal 

 
The bearded seal [Erignathus barbatus (Erxleben)] is a very large seal 

ranging 8-9 feet (2.6-3 m) in length.  Adults weigh between 250-425 kg. They 

do not seem to be very gregarious, although they are usually considered 

curious by hunters.  Bearded seals are particularly important for NeoEskimos, 

because their hide is almost essential for the manufacture of lines and various 

other items (Jensen 1987).  Not only is it far larger than the hides of small 

seals, it is thick enough to make sturdy lines and durable boat and tent covers, 

without being so thick and heavy that it is difficult to work with. It can be an item 

of trade. 
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They live in shallow waters over continental shelves, and may be carried 

about on drift ice.  Bearded seals have a patchy, localized distribution.  They 

have trouble maintaining breathing holes through fast ice of any thickness, and 

therefore are generally found in areas with loose ice or in leads or polynyas.  

They can be carried for great distances on ice pans.  Apparently they move a 

considerable distance north and south each year in the Bering and Chukchi 

Seas, probably because of ice conditions (Nelson 1981:54).  Periods of severe 

climatic cooling which result in greatly increased fast ice can cause bearded 

seals to leave a region (Jensen 1987; Vibe 1967).  Even one season of thick ice 

and heavy weather can cause a population reduction in a limited area. 

Bearded seals are taken along the entire coast, generally on ice off-

shore, but they can also be taken in the water.   

 

Spotted seal 

 
Until recently, biologists have not made a successful distinction between 

harbor seals (Phoca vitulina) and spotted seals [Phoca largha (Pallas)] in this 

region.  This is perhaps not surprising, as the two species appear essentially 

identical in the hand34, and only recently have been distinguished successfully 

on the basis of DNA.  Thus earlier authors have referred to spotted seals in the 

area as a subspecies of Phoca vitulina (Burns 2002:555).  

                                                 
34 A recent attempt by researchers to tag harbor seals went awry when all of the seals tagged started 
behaving in a very atypical manner.  The mystery was solved when the DNA results were returned, at which 
point it became clear they had actually tagged six spotted seals (R. Suydam 2004: pers. comm.).  
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Although spotted seals seem to winter and pup on ice in the Bering Sea, 

they seem to move into the Chukchi and perhaps even the Beaufort during the 

summer as the ice recedes.  Burns (2002:555) states that they can be found as 

far north as Point Barrow, although they would seem to be extremely rare.  

 

Beluga 

 
The beluga [Delphinapterus leucas (Pallas)] is a small whale ranging 

from 3.5-5.5 m in length.  They can weigh up to 1500 kg.  They are sociable, 

and can be found in small groups, or in gams or herds of 100 or more.  They 

live and reproduce only in the Arctic.  They often spend at least part of the 

summer in shallow coastal lagoons and estuaries, 1-3 m in depth (O'Corry-

Crowe 2002:96), and move to deeper, open water as the estuaries and bays 

freeze over.  They often enter rivers on rising tides, and retreat again with the 

ebb tide, although they have been known to ascend large rivers.   

Belugas are generally quite wary.  They swim rapidly when being 

pursued, and usually sink almost immediately when they are killed.  Thus, they 

present a number of challenges to hunters (Nelson 1969:206).  Hunting them in 

lagoons, either by quietly sneaking up on them, or driving them into very 

shallow water, are very productive hunting methods (Nelson 1981:78), and this 

method is favored by the people of Point Lay, who conduct at least one drive 

hunt annually.  Pods of belugas have been observed passing Point Barrow 

during most field seasons of the Nuvuk Archaeological Project.  Often, they 
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have been close enough to shore that some could easily have been taken had 

our bear guards been prepared with the proper retrieving technology. 

 

Polar Bear 

 

 

 
Figure 8:  Polar bear napping on beach at Nuvuk. 

 
The polar bear, [Thalactos maritimus Phipps], is essentially a marine 

mammal, although it is often thought of as terrestrial.  On average they are the 

largest species of bear in the world, although larger individuals are found 

among the brown bears of Kodiak Island.  Although they do go ashore at times, 
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they prefer to spend most of their time on the ice.  They are excellent swimmers 

and divers.   

Polar bears feed primarily on ringed seal (Vibe 1967:57, Sterling 

2002:946), although they will eat anything they can catch, including humans.  

They prefer blubber to meat, and when well-fed will often abandon carcasses 

for the foxes after they have stripped the blubber off. 

The polar bear is not a major subsistence prey for Neoeskimo people, 

although the hide is valued, especially in extremely cold areas.  However, they 

are generally hunted when available, and they tend to be noticed and 

mentioned when present.  Their distribution and abundance tend to coincide 

with that of the ringed seal (Vibe 1967:57-62, Sterling 2002:946), so they can 

be treated as a proxy for ringed seal abundance. 

Polar bears are hunted on or near the ice, although they are sometimes 

taken when they wandered into settlements and became a problem.  The 

easiest hunting is at beached carcasses, where groups of bears tend to gather.  

In the past, they were killed with lances, but those were abandoned in favor of 

firearms for obvious reasons.  

Polar bear typically congregate near ringed seal and walruses, so they 

are especially common near Nuvuk.  The Nuvuk area is currently a favored 

polar bear hunting area.  At times, when ice conditions are favorable for polar 

bears, we have been able to observe as many as five or six bears on the ice at 

one time.  Polar bears are common enough at Nuvuk that the NAP routinely 
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employs two full-time bear guards, so that excavators can concentrate on the 

ground, rather than scanning the sea ice.   

 

Fish 

 
Elson Lagoon is an excellent spot for fishing with setnets.  Even today, 

people come out from Barrow to set their nets immediately adjacent to the site 

on the Elson Lagoon side of the spit.  At times, catches can be quite large.  The 

main catches seem to be primarily pink and chum salmon, but all five species of 

Alaska salmon have been reported, including kings.  Arctic char are also 

commonly caught in Elson Lagoon nets.  Whitefish of various species can be 

taken in many of the lakes and rivers which can be easily accessed from Elson 

Lagoon. 

Tomcod and capelin are present along the ocean beaches in season. 

Tomcod are routinely jigged for through the ice, and in fact, student excavators 

from the NAP have caught them on hooks made from nails during their lunch 

hour.  Capelin are not observed in large numbers every year, but in some years 

they spawn in large numbers right at the waterline, and can then be scooped up 

with buckets or probably even one’s hands.  Nuvuk is relatively close to areas 

to the east where there are lakes that drain into the river systems, which are 

necessary for the presence of broad whitefish. 
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Caribou 

 
The caribou [Rangifer tarandus (Linnaeus)] is the only Arctic cervid.  

They are a gregarious species, usually seen in bands of 10-50 individuals, 

which aggregate into loose herds of 1000 or more at certain seasons.  Caribou 

in the Nuvuk area today generally are members of the Western Arctic herd.   

Caribou populations are subject to abrupt crashes, which generally seem 

to relate to poor winter feeding conditions, occurring when winters are humid 

and snow or ice covers the vegetation (Vibe 1967).   

A number of important raw materials are derived from caribou.  Foremost 

are the skins.  They were important for winter garments, and for winter bedding.  

These skins had to be obtained in the late summer or fall, after the caribou had 

finished shedding.  Antler was another important raw material which could be 

obtained from caribou. 

Caribou are not commonly hunted in the vicinity of Nuvuk.  While they 

are rarely found on Point Barrow itself, it has been reported that they 

sometimes gravitate to the vegetated area just to the east of the Nuvuk site 

(John Tidwell 2000:pers. comm.).  The rivers leading inland from Elson Lagoon 

provide a handy transportation route landward, in case the caribou do not come 

right to the coast.  
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Birds 

 
Nuvuk is not particularly noted as a good duck-hunting site.  This is not 

altogether surprising, as most traditional duck-hunting sites are on narrow strips 

of land between two bodies of water.  Flocks of ducks tend to fly low over the 

water and then “pop up” as they approach land, making for an easy shot with a 

bola or a shotgun.  The point is much narrower a bit south of Nuvuk, 

immediately adjacent to the Birnirk site, and it seems most likely that that 

location would have been preferred if one was setting out to hunt ducks.  It 

certainly is today, and has been for some time.  However, Nuvuk 

Archaeological Project crew members observed ducks flying over the site or 

landfast ice adjacent to it on most days of the field season.  Traveling to and 

from Birnirk for duck hunting would have been relatively easy for Nuvuk 

residents. 

  



109 
 

CHAPTER 5:  ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA FROM NUVUK 

 

 

Archaeological data 
 

The current series of excavations at Nuvuk have been underway in some 

form since 1997.  The initial stages were very small-scale and rather ad hoc.   

As mentioned above in chapter 1, the accepted view of Nuvuk was that it was a 

late pre-contact and post-contact site, which had fairly good ethnographic 

documentation and was not particularly interesting from an archaeological point 

of view. As such, there were no plans to undertake further excavation there, 

and the initial reports of human remains were treated as individual isolated 

finds, which required recovery and documentation prior to reburial, but did not 

warrant setting and surveying in site datum points, nor extensive site mapping.  

As reports of such finds continued, a testing program was implemented.  Based 

on the results of that program, funding was sought and a systematic program of 

excavation was begun.  Given these circumstances, the level of documentation 

for the earliest burials and features recovered is less detailed than was possible 

in later years. As is the case when with any long-term project, technological and 

methodological improvements have continued through the years.   
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Field Methods 
 

The first recent archaeological investigations at Nuvuk, which proved to 

be the beginnings of the Nuvuk Archaeology Project, were salvage efforts 

conducted in response to reports of burials where erosion was imminent, if not 

already well underway.   

As most archaeology conducted for research purposes is not conducted 

as salvage archaeology, some of the issues involved may be unfamiliar to 

readers who lack experience with such projects. Even those with some 

experience of pre-construction salvage archaeology, where crews may be 

working just in front of bulldozers, probably have rarely experienced such 

urgent salvage situations as occasionally occurred on the Nuvuk Archaeology 

Project. Erosion rates at the site are extraordinarily high, having been 

measured at several meters a year in the 1950s, and having increased in 

recent years.  Under such circumstances, one is forced to make judgments 

which balance archaeological training calling for meticulous excavation and 

data recording in an effort to fully document a burial, with the reality that a 

failure to make haste may result in half of the feature being catastrophically 

obliterated by bluff collapse or a large wave.   Even though excavation has 

progressed away from the bluff edge, the site is still a public one, and receives 

a great deal of vehicular traffic. Partially excavated burials are very fragile, and 

can be damaged by being run over by a four-wheeler. The weekends see a 

moderate amount of recreational activity at the site, some of which the material 
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remains indicate may involve adult beverages, making it inadvisable to leave a 

burial exposed for any considerable length of time. Furthermore, the often 

unstable gravel matrix means that pedestaling is only a short-term solution; one 

cannot expect a pedestaled object to remain at the correct point provenience 

for more than a few hours, and in many cases one has far less time than that. 

In some instances, the archaeologist only learned of a burial when it 

became evident because of a bluff collapse.  Often, travelers would notice a 

cranium on the beach and report it.  In such cases, the archaeologist 

responded as quickly as possible, but often there was little left for the crew to 

do but to gather up the skeletal elements and sift through the slump to attempt 

to recover as much of the individual as was possible. 

In other cases, graves were noticed just as erosion was beginning and 

excavation of the eroding grave could be undertaken.  In such cases, work was 

generally conducted on top of the collapsing gravel bluff, with the excavators 

forced to lie flat to spread their weight in the hope of avoiding total bluff 

collapse.  At times this strategy was not completely successful. In one instance, 

the portion of the bluff under the cranium collapsed, sending cranium and 

gravel to the beach 4 m below. There was an intense storm occurring at the 

time, with waves breaking over the heads of the excavators at the top of the 

bluff, and salt spray drenching the excavation.  One of the excavators had to 

leap off the bluff, grab the cranium and sprint to a low area where he could 

climb back up on top of the bluff before the next big wave caught him.   
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It was quickly determined that the standard burial excavation method of 

exposing an entire burial and carefully drawing and photographing it prior to 

lifting any part of it was not advisable in such circumstances.  We learned to 

excavate such graves very quickly, using sketches and Polaroids for 

documentation and lifting skeletal elements and grave goods as they were 

exposed.  The area was essentially devoid of landmarks, other than a Coast 

Guard RACON tower which was clearly doomed to fall victim to erosion35 and 

was therefore unsuitable for use as a site datum.  A handheld GPS was used 

for obtaining an approximate provenience for the graves. 

Over the winter of 1999-2000, erosion took most of the last house which 

had remained at the Nuvuk site, as well as exposing some human remains 

which were apparently associated with this house.  Jensen and several UIC 

archaeological technicians spent some days in the summer of 2000 attempting 

to salvage the remains of the house, as well as excavating a test trench in the 

bluff in an area where a wood chip feature had been exposed, in addition to 

recovering the human remains, most of which were found in slump.  In fall 

2000, we laid out a grid and the Barrow High School North Slope Science class 

spent a day at the site excavating shovel test pits (STPs).  Despite the fact that 

we excavated a mere 20 STPs, two separate burials were encountered, 

although they were not excavated at that time.  By this point it was quite clear 

that the burials were not isolated individuals who had perished while traveling; 

                                                 
35 It  fell in 1998 after hanging over a burial excavation, much to the dismay of the excavators, who were  not 
sure if the burial in question was outside the radius of the tower height, as the wind and the direction of lean 
suggested  that it was going to fall right at them if it let go.  The tower fell the night after the burial excavation 
was complete. 
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an actual cemetery was present under the remaining activity areas associated 

with the recent village.   

In 2001, it was possible to carry out some more extensive test 

excavations and shovel testing, funded by an SGER from the National Science 

Foundation (Award #OPP-0085248).  Once again, we used a grid laid out with 

tapes as a guide for testing.  However, we also used an electronic total station 

to map the site, using the program EDM (McPherron and Dibble 2002) to 

control the total station and record the data. In addition, David Putnam drew a 

measured sketch map of the site. Some 126 features were recorded at this 

time, including descriptions of surface vegetation as described in Chapter 4.  

Some additional testing continued the next season.  We also mapped portions 

of the top of the bluff edge for the first time. 

Work at Nuvuk preceded rather slowly for the next several years. The 

site was visited to recover reported eroding graves, or at a minimum to retrieve 

their occupants from the slump for reburial in a safer location, as well as part of 

a NSF-funded SGER (OPP-0341914) project to evaluate sites for possible 

inclusion in a proposed project to investigate the origins of Punuk/Birnirk/Thule 

in North Alaska.  In 2004, an eroding grave was excavated with the assistance 

of a high school teacher from North Carolina, and three of her students.  The 

location of this grave also was recorded with the total station, although it proved 

to have been disturbed by subsistence diggers.  Since this burial was on the 

bluff edge, it also gave us the bluff position for 2004. 
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In 2005, with funding from the Education through Cultural and Historical 

Organizations (ECHO) program of the Department of Education, we began the 

first season of the full-scale Nuvuk Archaeology Project.  Once again, testing 

made use of a grid laid out with tapes, but with STPs spaced at a much closer 

interval.  Essentially, STPs on a given line are spaced 2 m apart.  The next line 

of STPs are then laid out 1 m inland from the previous line, with the STPs again 

2 m apart, staggered by a meter from the previous line.  This results in a pattern 

that leaves a small enough area untested that it is highly unlikely that a grave 

could remain undetected by testing.  This is extremely important, as the site is 

eroding quite rapidly, and the individuals whose graves we are excavating are 

almost certainly the ancestors of many of today’s Barrow residents, who have 

no wish to see them fall into the ocean.  Therefore, we chose a strategy that 

emphasized complete recovery as opposed to sampling.  We had a 

professional surveyor, Christopher Stein of LCMF, Inc., emplace site datums.  

UTMs for the site datums were obtained through the use of differential GPS 

(DGPS), allowing us to establish a real-world metric grid oriented to true North 

which has been maintained ever since.  Again, as testing began at the bluff 

edge, and several graves were excavated which were partially eroded, an 

approximate bluff edge can be calculated for 2005. 

In 2006, we began to use the total station and EDM for recording not 

only the locations of surface human remains and excavated units and the items 

(artifacts and human remains) we recovered from them, but also every STP 

excavated.  We also began recording the top of the bluff edge at least once a 
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field season.  These practices have been continued to the present.  In 2008 

Stein emplaced additional datums further inland, to avoid any issues with loss 

of the older datums to erosion. 

As has been noted before, the matrix at Nuvuk is essentially 

unconsolidated gravel.  While there is sorting apparent when one considers 

larger profiles, in most locations there is very little variation in clast size 

between the surface and the maximum depth to which most of the burials and 

other features extend.  Furthermore, without organic material to hold the grains 

together, the material slumps; it is impossible to maintain straight walls during 

excavation or retain more than a few centimeters of profile for even a brief 

period of time. Even for experienced excavators, this is an extremely 

challenging site, and it must be remembered that many of the crew members 

are high school students who began with no prior archaeological experience.  

Although I believe it is generally preferable to excavate in natural stratigraphic 

layers, subdividing them into smaller artificial layers in cases where the natural 

layer is deep and differentiated, such procedures were not feasible at most 

locations at the Nuvuk site. Where they were, for example the Peat Locus 

(PEATLO) or in thicker portions of some middens, these methods were 

employed.  On most of the site we employed artificial levels, with the proviso 

that any visible change in matrix or artifact concentration would be an occasion 

to take a measurement and commence a new level. 

Shovel test pits are excavated to a depth of approximately 75 cm below 

surface (BS).  Because of the rapid slumping, the actual pit visible at any one 
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time rarely looks deeper than 50 cm, but it is possible to bring out and examine 

matrix to a depth of 75 cm.  None of the burials has been found that far below 

the surface, and in most cases even the bottom of the burial is no deeper than 

that.   

Generally, features are excavated using standard techniques.  In several 

instances, material has been taken en bloc, either due to time constraints as 

was the case with samples from the 2001 woodchip feature, and samples from 

some peat levels at PEATLO, or because of the extremely delicate nature of 

the feature, as was the case with the infant bundle burial SURFA-9. 

In 2005, each excavator was issued a notebook with instructions to 

record the STPs that they excavated.  Despite a considerable amount of 

instruction, including a session where all the students had to copy every piece 

of data they needed to record for each unit into the back of their notebooks so 

they would have a handy reference in the field, this did not work as well as had 

been hoped.   Notes on sterile test units were rather incomplete in many cases; 

fortunately, the crew included a number of people with prior archaeological 

experience who did take adequate notes.  Experienced personnel were also 

responsible for recording positive finds in STPs or midden units, working with 

the students until they were capable of carrying out this task on their own. 

As a result, in 2006 we began the use of standardized forms for 

recording STPs and features.  This proved a much more satisfactory solution, 

and the forms have been slightly improved upon each year. A form specific to 

recording the structural elements of burials was added in 2008.   
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In addition to the forms, photography, measured drawings and sketches 

are used in the field as appropriate to record the details of burials and features.  

In 2008, we also used videography to record certain excavations.  The principal 

investigator, site supervisor, various archaeological specialists and crew chiefs 

all recorded additional information in narrative form. 

The total station and EDM program were used to record burials in 2004 

and 2005, and since then have been used record all human skeletal elements 

found on the surface, all artifacts and human remains excavated from burials, 

artifacts and artifact clusters from many of the features excavated, as well as 

feature and unit boundaries, topographic features, natural features such as the 

bluff edge.  We currently use a Topcon GTS 210D total station, which according 

to the manufacturer has an accuracy within a few millimeters, even over the 

considerable distances which are involved at the Nuvuk site.   

Use of this method has proven to be far more successful than the more 

traditional methods involving strings, line levels and tapes.  Given the loose 

matrix and the amount of traffic at the site, maintaining a grid of strings would 

be absolutely impossible.  In the early years we had problems with pin flags 

being pulled over the weekends, and there is no reason to think this would not 

have happened with a grid. Furthermore, merely walking in and out of squares 

would cause the nails or chaining pins used to mark corners to shift 

unpredictably, thus rendering the grid inaccurate.  Given the size of the site, 

stretching tapes to known datum points would introduce significant further 

inaccuracies.  I have previously conducted experiments involving 



118 
 

measurements with a total station of distances which had been measured as 50 

m by use of a tape stretched to the maximum (the people holding it were 

literally leaning away from each other) and found that the distance could often 

be as short as 48 m.  This is not surprising, as one could actually see the tape 

deviating from a straight line because of the force of the wind. 

Furthermore, because the measurements from the total station are 

recorded immediately electronically, there are no possibilities of introducing 

transcription error.  This is particularly important at Arctic sites, as the often 

inclement weather makes writing difficult at times, and even the mildest case of 

hypothermia can induce sufficient mental slowness to lead to numerous 

transcription errors.  The program makes extensive use of menus, thus 

avoiding spelling errors in the database. 

The EDM program allows one to set up configuration (CFG) files that 

specify as many data fields as one wishes to collect types of information about 

each shot.  I designed CFG files for Nuvuk that not only collected the standard 

provenience information for each shot, but also allow specification of raw 

material, code (short artifact description) stratigraphic level, excavator, date and 

time for each shot, as well as allowing a text comment field for other sorts of 

information.   An example of such a file is included as Appendix 2.  The CFG 

files also allow one to specify the spatial boundaries and names of excavation 

units, and will then assign sequential ID numbers to each artifact whose 

proveniences as recorded falls within the unit.  There are provisions for taking 

multiple shots for one artifact or feature, so that one can essentially draw an 
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outline of the object in a connect-the-dots fashion.  We also record clusters of 

debitage using this method.   

The program also has a feature which allows one to take a so-called 

"bucket shot" which corresponds to the provenience of a defined volume of 

matrix. This feature was originally established for collecting matrix for 

screening, and therefore has a very useful random sampling feature, whereby 

one can set a sampling fraction and the program automatically selects buckets 

within a unit and level and designates them as "Tamis" buckets. The name 

comes from the French word for screen, as the feature was originally designed 

to allow selection in the field of those matrix samples to be water screened. 

However the random sampling feature can be used in other ways, including 

selection of samples for retention or to permit one to do preliminary analysis on 

a subsample of material which has been drawn at random fashion.  A standard 

bucket shot at Nuvuk contains material from a 50 cm radius around the point at 

which the shot was taken, with a depth of 5 cm, or less if the natural level 

terminates before that.  In some areas, bucket shots correspond to a 50 cm 

square unit centered on the point. These deviations are noted, as are any other 

deviations from the standard shape and size. 

As a result, one has a file which can be imported into a Microsoft Access 

database for use with a special-purpose archaeological GIS program called 

Plot, also developed by Dibble and McPherron (McPherron and Dibble 2002).  

While this is by no means as sophisticated as such programs as ArcGIS or 

ArcView, it does accomplish most of the tasks one needs to do an 
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archaeological spatial analysis far more easily than they can be done in 

ArcView.  It also is capable of reading the output from EDM, such that a series 

of shots can be linked easily, as quickly allowing visualization of outlines or 

natural features.  The output files can also easily be imported into a database 

which forms the initial catalog. 

A procedure was established of making two backup copies on thumb 

drives of each day’s data prior to shutting down the computer in the field.  This 

data was then transferred to both a desktop computer in the office and a 

network shared drive each evening, along with all photographic images taken 

that day.  On most evenings, unless the workday had been particularly long, the 

field data were then imported into the databases, and the data was plotted.  

This served to detect any possible problems that might have arisen, or any 

STPs which might not have been recorded, so that attempts to correct issues 

could be made while information was still fresh and the site had not been 

greatly altered.  In the event, no serious problems occurred. 
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Descriptions of Burials and Features 
 

A map of the entire site made from the transit data is included as Figure 

9.  The mapped graves are labeled.  

 

Figure 9:  Map of Nuvuk and excavated areas.  Red = PEATLO, black = graves, tan = 
excavated middens, dark blue = 2006-2008 bluff edges, green = DWF.  Grid squares are 

100m x 100m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 
Burials 
 

Complete descriptions of all of the graves excavated at Nuvuk to date 

are included as Appendix 1. The information in this chapter is a summary based 
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on information gathered from the 63 graves excavated at the site.  The details 

are summarized in Table 2.  With the exception of the first six individuals, which 

were aged and sexed by the author prior to reburial, the skeletal analysis was 

done by Shawn Miller of the University of Utah. 

Table 2:  Nuvuk Burials. 
 
Structure/ 
feature ID 

Calibrated C14 date-
2σ    
(probability) 

Grave 
goods? 

# Burial 
rocks 

# Individuals Sex Estimated 
age 

Depth 
(cmBS) 

Nuvuk 01 
810AD-1020AD 
(95.4%) 

 
 1 M Adult 

Nuvuk 02  
 

 1 F 15± 3 

Locus 6a   
 

 1  Adult 

Locus 6b   
 

 1  Adult 

Nuvuk Pole 
1   

 
 1 M Adult 

Locus 9   
 

 1 M Adult 

05A3   
Y 

? 1  1-1.5 

05A4  
 

 1   

05A6  
 

? 1 F Adult 

05A9 

 
1040AD-1100AD. 
(17.0%) 
1110AD-1270AD 
(78.4%) 

 

 1 M Adult 

05A11  
 

 1  Adult 

05A41  
 

 1  Adult 

05E48  
 

 1 F Adult 

05G37 
990AD-1160AD 
(95.4%) 

     

05G12/13 
1040AD- 1270AD 
(95.4%) 

 
 1  5-9 
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Structure/ 
feature ID 

Calibrated C14 date-
2σ    
(probability) 

Grave 
goods? 

# Burial 
rocks 

# Individuals Sex Estimated 
age 

Depth 
(cmBS) 

 
1260AD-1430AD 
(95.4%) 

 
    

 
980AD-1190AD 
(95.4%) 

     

 

 
1040AD-1100 AD. 
(12.9%) 
1110AD-1280AD 
(82.5%) 

 

    

05B139 
1180AD-1300 AD. 
(95.4%) 

 
 1  15-19 

 
990AD-1170AD 
(95.4%) 

 
    

 
980AD-1160AD 
(95.4%) 

     

 

 
1040AD-1100 AD. 
(11.2%) 
1110AD-1290AD 
(84.2%) 

 

    

 
1030AD-1280AD 
(95.4%) 

     

05B152 
1010AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 

 
 0   

05 Midden 1  
 

 1 M 50+ 

06A111 
1290AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 

 5 1 F 20-23 32

 
1040AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 

 
    

06A140 
1290AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 

 
3 1  Adult 

28

    1  Subadult 

06A184  
 

6 1  10-12 
44

06A185 
1030AD-1210AD 
(95.4%) 

 
0 1  Adult 

50

06A213 
1290AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 

 44 1 M Older 38

    1  6-12 

06A214 
1040AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 

 
0 1  Adult 

30

06B99 
1160AD-1280AD 
(95.4%) 

 
3 1  Adult 

46
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Structure/ 
feature ID 

Calibrated C14 date-
2σ    
(probability) 

Grave 
goods? 

# Burial 
rocks 

# Individuals Sex Estimated 
age 

Depth 
(cmBS) 

    1  2-4 

06B113 
1030AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 

 3 1 F 47±9 66

06BB20 
1020AD-1220AD 
(95.4%) 

 13 1 M 47±9 34

06BB54 
  1030AD-1270AD 
(95.4%) 

 3 1 M 51 ± 12 57

 
1030AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 

 
    

06C68 

 
1210AD-1320AD 
(78.4%) 
1340AD-1400 AD. 
(17.0%) 

 

16 1 F 20-25 

29

06C116 

 
1210AD-1300AD 
(92.4%) 
1360AD-1390AD 
(3.0%) 

 

36 1  10-12 

20?

06F63  
 

0 1   
39

06F75 

 
1050AD-1080AD 
(1.4%) 
1150AD-1280AD 
(94.0%) 

 

0 1 F 15± 3 

30

06F79 

 
1220AD-1320AD 
(77.2%) 
1350AD-1390AD 
(18.2%) 

 

48 1 M Adult 

32

07A297  
 

0 1   
20

07A298 

1050AD-1090AD 
(3.0%) 
1150AD-1310AD 
(90.7%) 
1360AD-1390AD 
(1.7%) 

 

1 1 F 55± 4 

22

 

 
1290AD-1370AD 
(41.4%) 
1380AD-1450AD 
(54.0%) 

 

    

07A513 
1150AD-1300AD 
(95.4%) 

 0 1 M 42 ± 12 30

07B35 
1030AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 

 
6 1 F  

38

07BB106 
1070AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 

 
6 1   

39

07C24 

 
1300AD-1360AD 
(29.1%) 
1380AD-1450AD 

 
3 1 F 37 ± 7 

22
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Structure/ 
feature ID 

Calibrated C14 date-
2σ    
(probability) 

Grave 
goods? 

# Burial 
rocks 

# Individuals Sex Estimated 
age 

Depth 
(cmBS) 

(66.3%) 

 

 
1050AD-1080AD 
(2.2%) 
1150AD-1290AD 
(93.2%) 

 

    

07C500  
 

0 1   
42

07CG16  
 

0 1   
14

07D45  
 3 1 F Adult 33

07DD56 
1090AD-1440AD 
(95.4%) 

 6 1 M Adult 43

07EE67 
1160AD-1470AD 
(95.4%) 

 1 1 F 55± 5 28

07FF36 

  
1210AD-1330AD 
(72.7%) 
 1340AD-1400AD 
(22.7%) 

 

0 1  Adult 

28

 
1170AD-1290AD 
(95.4%) 

 
    

07G92  
 

1 1  12± 3 
31

07G94  
 

0 1  Adult 
8

07H0 

 
1420AD-1530AD 
(71.8%) 
1550AD-1640AD 
(23.6%) 

 

4 1 M 52 ± 7 

21

07H39 
1170AD-1290AD 
(95.4%) 

 
3 1  12-15 

28

07H92 
1290AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 

 
1 

Humerus 
only   

18

07JJ22 

 
1240AD-1330AD  
(68.9%) 
1340AD-1400AD 
(26.5%) 

 

38 1 M 

16± 3 

 

41

07LL28 
1030AD-1280AD 
(95.4%) 

 

25 1 M 

16± 3 

 

32

07O54 
1260AD-1400AD 
(95.4%) 

 47 1 F Adult 76

08A604 
 

 
1400AD-1520AD 
(91.6%)  
1590AD-1620AD  
(3.8%)  

 

13 1  Adult 16
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Structure/ 
feature ID 

Calibrated C14 date-
2σ    
(probability) 

Grave 
goods? 

# Burial 
rocks 

# Individuals Sex Estimated 
age 

Depth 
(cmBS) 

    1  8-10 

08A616  
 23 1 M 20+ 20

08A622 
 

 
1210AD-1310AD 
(89.0%)  
1360AD-1390AD  
(6.4%)  

 

38 0   18

08A625  
 

3 1  4-5 24

08BLUF  
 

0 1  6-8 23
08C32 
 

990AD-1160AD 
(95.4%) 

 1 1 M 20+ 50

 
1160AD-1280AD 
(95.4%) 

 
 1  8-12 

    1  20+ 
08D15 
 

1280AD-1410AD 
(95.4%)  

 6 1 F 20+ 57

08D61 
 

 
1260AD-1330AD 
(56.4%)  
1340AD-1400AD 
(39.0%)  

 

5 1 M 40-55 36

08D99 
 

 
1200AD-1300AD 
(94.2%)  
1360AD-1380AD  
(1.2%)  

 

6 1 F 20+ 31
08E87 
  

 7 1 F 40-50 26
08I50 
 

990AD-1170AD 
(95.4%)  

 6 1 F 40-50 25

08K4 
 

1460AD-1650AD 
(95.4%)  

 
0 1  20+ 37

08K60 
 

 
1310AD-1350AD  
(9.4%)  
1390AD-1460AD 
(86.0%)  

 

11 1  10-11 64

    1  4-5 

    1  20+ 

08Q60  
 20 1 F 20+ 24

    1  6-8 



127 
 

Structure/ 
feature ID 

Calibrated C14 date-
2σ    
(probability) 

Grave 
goods? 

# Burial 
rocks 

# Individuals Sex Estimated 
age 

Depth 
(cmBS) 

S10 Midden B  
 

4 1  20+ 22
 
 
Thule graves 

 

Structure of Graves 
 

The Nuvuk graves all share a number of characteristics. They are fairly 

shallow. The deepest grave recorded is 76 cm deep, and the majority of them 

are between 20 and 40 cm deep (see Figure 10).   There is generally a 

driftwood frame or box (in some cases supplemented with whale bone) around 

the remains.  Many graves have long wood planks covering the individual (see 

Figure 11), and in a few cases there also is wood underneath the remains.  

There is evidence of hides, preserved at Nuvuk only as fur, associated with the 

human remains in most graves.  In those cases where it is possible to 

determine the species, it is usually caribou. In two instances, polar bear fur was 

also present, and may be associated with young children or infants.  Individuals 

are interred on their backs, flexed, with their heads lying toward the Beaufort 

Sea, roughly in a north-northeast direction. 
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Figure 10: Depth of Nuvuk burials in centimeters. 
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Figure 11: Burial 07B35. View North. 
 

The structure of the Nuvuk graves resembles that of graves excavated at 

a variety of Neoeskimo cemeteries on both sides of the Bering Strait. They 

appear to be similar to the Tigara burials excavated by Larsen and Rainey 

(1948:170,175), who consider that the number of graves encountered at Point 

Hope indicates a long-standing burial tradition.  Larsen and Rainey only 
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excavated two Western Thule36 graves, one of which did not contain any human 

remains37 and the other of which was disturbed (1948:170).  Unfortunately, they 

do not illustrate either of these graves, and they are not among the graves 

which receive extensive description (1948:225-253).    

Punuk Grave 91-7 from Gambell (Sivuqaq) was constructed in a manner 

that would not have been out of place at Nuvuk (Staley and Mason 2004:126-

127).   There are a number of graves illustrated from the cemeteries at Chini, 

Ekven and Uelen that appear to have been constructed in a similar fashion as 

the Nuvuk graves.  For example, Ekven Burial 62 (Arutiunov and Sergeev 

2006a:35), Burial 65 (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a:36), Burial 68 (Arutiunov 

and Sergeev 2006a:37), Burial 74, (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a:33), and 

Burial 189 (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a:83), are all relatively shallow with 

frames or boxes of wood and/or whalebone.   Graves at Chini and Uelen do not 

appear as similar, but the differences seem in part to result from the significant 

use of stone slabs in grave construction, a tendency which is also seen to some 

degree at Ekven.  Use of stone slabs as a major portion of grave construction 

has not been observed to occur in graves on the glacial outwash plain of North 

Alaska, where such slabs are extremely difficult to obtain.  

The structure of the Nuvuk graves also resembles that of the Birnirk 

graves illustrated by Ford (1959:27-28) from the Kugok Ravine mounds at 

Utqiaġvik, as well as the Kugok Ravine graves pictured and described by 

                                                 
36 By which Larsen and Rainey referred to the manifestation of Thule that appears to originate in Alaska 
(1948:170-175), which they believe to be the predecessor to the better-known classic Thule phase that is 
known from the Central and Eastern Arctic.  I use the term in their original sense. 
37 And may therefore represent some other type of feature. 



131 
 

Brower (1990:36-38).  Some of the Birnirk graves seem to have involved 

placing the deceased on a platform of wooden planks, as was also the case 

with some of the graves in Chukotka, but several of them had no evidence for 

anything but skins under the individual.  The individuals at Kugok appear to 

have been placed on their backs or sides, with knees flexed, and their heads 

toward the ocean.  The Nuvuk graves also seem to be similar to Birnirk burials 

excavated by Van Valin at Kugusugaruk, although his documentation as 

relayed by Ford (1959:20-21) is sketchy.   

 

Grave Goods 
 

Not all of the individuals at Nuvuk have grave goods.  The only grave 

with clearly diagnostic artifacts was the first one excavated, Nuvuk-01.  This 

also has the earliest C14 date. 

The style of the Nuvuk-01 grave goods places the burial in what has 

been variously referred to in North Alaska as the Western Thule or Early Thule 

cultural phase.  The harpoon heads include two of the Sicco type (see Figure 

12), one of which had 2 vestigial barbs, and vestigial side blade slots.  Stanford 

illustrates two Sicco harpoon heads from Walakpa, one from the Mound A test 

trench (1976:170:Plate 58b), and the other from level B-7 (1976:174:Plate 63c), 

which he describes as early Thule.  The decoration on the harpoon heads from 

Nuvuk is relatively simple, similar to that seen on the harpoon heads illustrated 

by Stanford, and some shown by Ford (Ford 1959:85:Figure 38b,c).  It is Sicco 
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harpoon heads with this style of decoration that have been considered an 

"index fossil" for Early Thule.   

The other four harpoon heads are all thin forms with open sockets, with 

lashing slots, single side spurs, and blade slots parallel to round line holes (see 

Figure 12).  One of them has vestigial side blade slots.  They fall into 

Mathiassen’s Thule 3 type (1927) or Jordan’s Class 1B (1979:163), and 

resemble Sicco and Tasik Open Socket in terms of spurs, line hole/blade slot 

arrangement and decoration, but they are not keeled.  Ford (1959) does not 

illustrate anything like them, while Stanford illustrates a very similar harpoon 

head from level B-7 (Stanford1976:174:Plate 63b) and another from level B-2 

(Stanford 1976:174:Plate 63a) at Walakpa.  Schledermann and McCullough 

(2003:137:Plate 1f) show a similar harpoon head from Eskimobyen House 21, 

although it is made of ivory.   
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Figure 12:  Harpoon heads from Nuvuk-01 burial.  Sicco harpoon heads shown at top left 
and center. 
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Other artifacts (Table 6) included additional hunting gear, including: bola 

weights, a seal scratcher, bird dart side prongs, a foreshaft, a socket piece, a 

float inflation nozzle, a wound plug and a possible wound pin.  There were also 

some manufacturing or maintenance associated items:  a flaker or scraper 

handle, a beaver tooth graver and one half of a composite knife handle.  A 

probable bag handle and an ivory owl toggle or fastener were also present. 

 

Table 3:  Artifacts from Burial Nuvuk-01 
 

Artifact Description Raw 
material 

# 

Harpoon head Sicco Antler 2
Harpoon head Thule 3 Antler 4
Fastener/toggle? Owl effigy Ivory 1
Preform, harpoon 
head 

Whaling? Ivory 1

Wound plug  Ivory 1
Handle, composite 
knife 

½, beveled butt, slot for alignment 
spline 

Ivory 1

Graver Beaver tooth  1
Side prongs, bird 
dart 

Ford Class A Antler 2

Foreshaft Line slot Ivory 1
Socket piece Tapered butt, drilled hole for securing to 

shaft 
Bone 
(dense) 

1

Seal scratcher Paired holes for rattle attachment, hole 
at base of handle, 5 “claws” 

Wood 1

Handle, scraper or 
flaker 

 Wood 1

Handle, bag?  Bone 1
Marlin spike Crude Ivory 1
Inflation nozzle  Ivory 1
Wound pin? Elaborately carved head, resembles 

Eastern Arctic “ornamental bodkins” 
Ivory 1

Bola weight  Ivory 1
Bola handle/weight Elongated Ivory 2
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Artifact Description Raw 
material 

# 

Bola weight Walrus tooth with drilled hole, found 
with other bola weights 

Ivory 2

Bola handle/weight Elongated Bone 3
Bola weight? Tablet-like with beveled edges and 

drilled hole, found with other bola 
weights 

Mammoth 
ivory 

1

Bola weight Rib segments, rounded off by beveling Bone 13
Bola weight Rib slabs, unrounded Bone 3

 

The Carter excavations at Nuvuk did include one burial which was 

recognized as such.  It was recorded in the excavator’s field notes (Kaschube 

1952), but is not mentioned in the reports.  The individual was buried with the 

head toward the Beaufort Sea, in a flexed position.  The sketch of the grave 

showed a typical frame structure.  There were grave goods with the individual, 

including a harpoon head and other items.  

A number of other individuals had a few artifacts buried with them.   For 

example, 06BB20 was buried holding a ground-slate ulu blade, and was also 

accompanied by a piece of worked chert, a polar bear claw, a bird long-bone 

shaft with the ends cut off (a needle case or drinking tube) and 13 rocks.  Burial 

05 A3 contained the remains of a baleen bucket with a wooden bottom. An 

antler bird dart side prong was among the artifacts found in found in grave 

08D99.  Burial 05B139 contained bola weights, an antler billet, and a worked 

antler tool of unknown use. 

Many of the graves contain a number of flat water-worn rocks, which we 

termed burial rocks, most of which are <5 cm in diameter.  These rocks are 

clearly manuports, as they are far larger than the average size of the gravel that 
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composes this portion of the Point Barrow spit.  Similar rocks can be found 

along the beaches south of the spit, but not in large numbers, and it would 

require deliberate selective effort to collect the quantities found in some graves.  

The number occurring in a single grave ranges from 0 to 48, with most graves 

having less than 10 rocks (see Figure 13). Excavators did not notice these 

rocks in either the salvaged graves or the graves excavated in 2005, 

presumably because they occurred in such low numbers as to appear a natural 

part of the matrix.  Examination of photographs taken in 2005 indicates that 

burial rocks were present in some of those burials, even though they were not 

noticed by the excavators at the time. 

 

Figure 13: Rocks per burial. 
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The pattern of a small number of individuals out of a large burial 

population having the majority of the grave goods, especially the elaborate 

ones, is seen at other NeoEskimo cemeteries in Alaska and Chukotka.  Most of 

the burials at Kugok had minimal grave goods (Ford 1959:27-32).  The same 

appears to be the case with the Kugusugaruk burials (Ford 1959:20-21).  As 

Staley and Mason (2004:127-131) point out, very few of the graves excavated 

in the Gambell area had extensive grave goods, and those that were present 

were not necessarily diagnostic.   A similar situation pertained on the other side 

of the Bering Strait.  Mason (1998:257ff, Table 3) calculated that three Old 

Bering Sea graves (about 1% of the total number of graves) contained two-

thirds of the harpoon heads at Ekven.  Based on current evidence, the 

distribution of grave goods at Nuvuk does not appear to be particularly unusual 

for a NeoEskimo cemetery in the Western Arctic. 

 

Post-contact 
 

There are a number of graves present on the Nuvuk beach ridge to the 

south of the main Nuvuk site area which still retain actual grave markers, 

generally made out of milled lumber with letters cut from lead sheets and nailed 

to the boards.  These are clustered on small knolls on the main Nuvuk ridge. In 

some cases, frost heaving has brought the coffins close enough to the surface 

so that it can be seen they are also made of milled lumber.  A number of the 

clusters include additional graves that either were never marked or have lost 



138 
 

their marker over the intervening years. Carter apparently collected postcranial 

human remains from at least one grave in this area (Kaschube 1952). 

From the dates and the presence of crosses on grave markers, it is 

obvious that this area contains the remains of Christian burials from the 20th 

century.  There are families in the North Slope today who are aware that they 

have relatives buried in this area. Efforts are underway to link families to 

particular graves, and to discuss whether or not they wish to move their 

relatives, given the threat of continuing erosion. 

 

Driftwood Feature 
 

At the beginning of the 2007 field season, some old wood was noted 

protruding from the erosion face of the Nuvuk ridge. It appeared to be lower 

than the ground surface the Thule burials had been excavated into, and we 

speculated that it was a possible former land surface. We later noticed that the 

wood was in frozen ground, and that it looked much jumbled.  No artifacts were 

noted, although the presence of the level was noted to show the 

geomorphologist on his arrival later in the season.   

In 2008, once again there was driftwood protruding from the new erosion 

face. It was in frozen ground, and clearly appeared to be capping an earlier 

ground surface. The driftwood appeared to be rather extensive, probably a relict 

strand line. Since we had an approximate date for the ground surface of 

approximately 1700 BP, Claire Alix decided that it would be useful to excavate 
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a small portion of in order to select particularly well-preserved specimens for 

identification and quantification purposes, in order to compare species 

frequencies through time.  The initial gravel removal exposed an unremarkable 

midden-like post-contact feature.  This was excavated rapidly, and the area was 

taken down to the level of the driftwood feature. 

However, the situation changed when a chert end scraper (DWF-9) was 

recovered within the driftwood. The deposit was clearly sealed, with almost a 

meter of gravel above it between it and the Thule-era land surface.  We decided 

to expand the excavation of the Driftwood Feature (hereafter DWF). 

Excavation in the DWF was no small undertaking. The cultural surface 

was buried by 1.5 m of gravel, which had to be moved to some distance away 

from the excavation unit in order to avoid it slumping back into the unit. In the 

end, the crew moved over 75 m³ of gravel in the process of excavating the 

driftwood feature, and the associated test trench. 

In addition, once the overlying gravel was removed, what remained was 

an astounding jumble of twigs, roots, cottonwood bark fragments, rolls of birch 

bark, branches, logs, shell fragments, wood splinters, remains of marine 

invertebrates, and egg cases, all intermixed with gravel and a much greater 

amount of sand than was present in the gravels above (Figure 14, Figure 15).  

The level was given the highly descriptive name of "wood/sand/gravel." 
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Figure 14: Overview of DWF in initial stages of excavation.  View W. 
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Figure 15:  Close-up of matrix in DWF. 
 

 

In short, much of the material present was that which would one would 

expect to find in a strand line. The question then became whether the cultural 

material had merely been washed to that location by a storm and redeposited, 

or whether there had actually been an activity area or occupation at that 

location, and if so, whether the human activity had taken place on top of a 

strand line, or if the activity predated the storm which left the strand line while 

somewhat disturbing the site. To attempt to elucidate this, we undertook 

extremely careful excavation, point-proveniencing almost everything. This did 

not make for speedy excavation. Later in the season, as excavation moved 
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deeper into the bluff away from erosion face, we encountered permafrost, which 

slowed excavation further, as we had to wait for thaw.  Near the very end of the 

season, we were forced to make use of bucket shots to collect smaller and non-

worked material in order to speed excavation. Larger items, exceeding 10 cm in 

length, as well as anything which appear to be worked in any way or otherwise 

remarkable, continued to be point-provenienced.  A total of 2257 point-

provenienced artifacts were recovered from the DWF, in addition to 175 bucket 

and Tamis shots, some of which correspond to several gallon Ziploc bags of 

material.  In the end, excavation of the DWF took two months. 

Despite the slowing effects of the permafrost on excavation, its existence 

was beneficial as it had preserved all the organic material excellently.  We are 

fortunate enough to have access to a 5°C walk-in refrigerator at the Barrow 

Arctic Research Center (BARC), where all the organic material for the DWF 

was stored on a nightly basis on our return from the field.   

The stratigraphy, while difficult to follow at times, particularly in the area 

closest to the erosion face where the ground had thawed well prior to 

excavation, was generally intact and fairly straightforward.  The surface was 

bare gravel, with a scatter of post-contact artifacts, as is the case over the vast 

majority of the Nuvuk site. The top .75 m consisted of gravel which was 

essentially sterile, other than in the trampling zone just below the surface where 

surface-deposited artifacts can be moved downward through the action of 

vehicular traffic or trampling. While this gravel can be differentiated for 

geomorphologic purposes, it was treated as a single unit archaeologically.  
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Because the precise boundaries between levels were not obvious during 

excavation we recorded and collected wood found in the lower part of the 

Gravel level. Below that was a sandier layer of gravel, which contained an 

increased amount of driftwood, and even an occasional artifact. This was 

variously referred to as Upper Sand/Gravel and Sandy Gravel, but examination 

of profiles indicates that the two strata did not co-occur and in fact they should 

be treated as a single level, Upper Sand/Gravel (USand/Gravel).  This level had 

considerable clay content, which thickened as one moved into the bluff away 

from the erosion face, reaching a thickness of over 10 cm at some points. This 

overlay and intergraded into the main occupation level, the Wood/Sand/Gravel 

(W/S/G). The W/S/G actually appears to have had two sublevels, an overlying 

compact sand which contained varying amounts of organics and the wood 

beneath it. The compact sand was extremely fragile, and essentially 

disappeared into the wood in many locations, making it impossible to fully 

delineate it. The W/S/G overlay a lower gravel, somewhat finer in places, which 

was largely sterile except for some logs which were embedded in it, and their 

immediate vicinities. 

As excavation continued, a number of additional tools and other artifacts 

were revealed. Artifacts recovered from the USand/Gravel included one chert 

end scraper. This was the first artifact recovered from the unit, and in fact it is 

possible this artifact actually should be attributed to the upper compact sublevel 

of the W/S/G. 
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The W/S/G level yielded the vast majority of artifacts in the DWF. In 

addition to over 1100 wood fragments, they included: 

1 bone arrowpoint, Ipiutak Type I 
1 bone flake flaking tool, Ipiutak Type I 
1 modified bird bone fragment, for needle (?) extraction 
1 bird bone needle (?) blank 
5 chert scrapers 
1 grinding slab 
2 wood sled runners, Ipiutak 
2 wood shafts 
1 wood paddle, broken 
1 bone flake 
5 chert flakes 
5 wood "flakes" 
10 fur fragments 
90 bone fragments 
55 logs 
 

The bone arrowpoint (Figure 16) is an excellent example of Ipiutak Type 

1, with the longitudinal lines that Larsen and Rainey (1948) termed “the Ipiutak 

trademark.”  Parts of the surface had exfoliated, so some decoration may have 

vanished. There were two longitudinal lines visible on opposite sides, with 

alternating side blade slots on the two undecorated sides.  The tip was 

damaged.  No side blades were found in the slots, or elsewhere in the site.  

Larsen and Rainey illustrate numerous examples (Larsen and Rainey 

1948:Plate 1:1-3; Plate 32; 1-8). 
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Figure 16:  Ipiutak Type 1 arrowpoint, bone.  DWF-155. 
 

The bone flint flaker (DWF-166) is also a classic Ipiutak type (Figure 17). 

Unfortunately, it was broken and the butt was missing. Since the shape of the 
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butt is the determining factor in typing Ipiutak flint flakers, it is not possible to 

assign this tool to a particular type.  A fair amount of hand polish is evident on 

the proximal end next to the break.  Larsen and Rainey illustrate numerous 

examples of such flint flakers (1948:Plate 11:8-13; Plate 11-19). 
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Figure 17: Ipiutak flint flaker, bone. DWF-166. 
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Another interesting find was a piece of bird bone (DWF-115) which had 

been heavily worked (Figure 18 below).  It appears to have been used for the 

extraction of bone blanks, probably for needles, using a groove and snap 

technique. From what remains, it appears that longitudinal grooves were placed 

all around the bone, and then a groove was made around the circumference of 

the bone to allow them to be detached. This appears consistent with the needle 

making processes described by Larsen and Rainey (1948:90). A bird bone 

needle blank (DWF-432) of the approximate size of those which would have 

been produced from this bone core was also found (see Figure 18 below), but 

could not be refitted.  After careful documentation, including a high-resolution 3-

D scanning carried out at the Idaho Visualization Laboratory of the Idaho State 

University, courtesy of Dr. Herbert D. G. Maschner, the bone needle blank core 

was submitted for radiocarbon dating.  A date of 140-380 AD cal was obtained 

(Beta-247447). 
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Figure 18:  Top--bird bone used for extraction of blanks.  DWF-115.  C14 date of 140-380 
AD cal.  Bottom--bird bone needle blank.  DWF-432. 
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The chert scrapers all fit comfortably within the wide range of Ipiutak 

scrapers, as illustrated by Larsen and Rainey (1948:Plates 16-19). As is typical 

of Ipiutak scrapers, they are all unifacially worked, with one minor exception. 

They include: a right slant endscraper made on a tertiary flake of a grey "waxy" 

chert (DWF-9); a possible scraper base with a distal end snapped off by a hinge 

fracture made on a tertiary flake of a dark grey microcrystalline material (DWF-

101); grey waxy, a left slant endscraper with two bifacially worked notches and 

an additional straight edge which shows use wear, made of a grey "waxy" chert 

(DWF-164); a left slant endscraper made on a tertiary flake, with unifacial 

retouch along the entire margin, made from a light grey "waxy" chert (DWF-

440); and an asymmetrical notched scraper with possible use retouch at the 

base and tip and retouch on the two notches, made on a secondary flake, made 

from a dark grey microcrystalline material (DWF-495). 
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Figure 19:  Scrapers from DWF. 
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The large grinding slab (DWF-820) is a rectangular piece of grayish 

sandstone (Figure 20 below). It is quite sizable (30x13x7 cm) and weighs 2.105 

kilograms.  At least five sides appear to have been smoothed, although it is 

probable that the raw material is somewhat tabular in nature.  The upper 

surface exhibits a considerable amount of organic staining.  Frost spalling has 

broken the grinding slab into many pieces. 

 

 

Figure 20: grinding slab in situ. DWF-820. 
 

Some of the most interesting artifacts from the Ipiutak occupation at 

Nuvuk are the two sled runners, several other wooden articles which may well 
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be sled frame pieces, and a paddle (Figure 21).  Dr. Claire Alix, who specializes 

in pre-contact Arctic driftwood and its use, and directly supervised most of the 

excavation of the DWF, has written a preliminary description of these items 

(Alix 2008), which forms the basis of much of the following. 

 

 

Figure 21: Sled runners and wooden frame pieces in situ. The stanchion pieces are 
covered with tinfoil to protect and stabilize them. View North. 

 

The sled runners recovered at Nuvuk are also highly diagnostic of the 

Ipiutak culture. Although the only other known examples of Ipiutak sled runners 

are from the Ipiutak qargi (men’s house) in Deering (Larsen 2001), they bear 

very little resemblance to sled runners associated with other Arctic cultures, and 
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are quite distinctive in style. No complete full-size runners were found at 

Deering, although some complete miniature examples were recovered. The 

runners from Nuvuk are complete, which makes them unique.  One of the 

Nuvuk runners (DWF-823) is 1.5 m long, with two integral stanchion pieces 

spaced 81 cm apart on center (Figure 22). Each stanchion was pierced by a 

square hole, and had a slight depression at the top, probably to receive a 

crossbar. Examination of the bottom of this runner did not show great deal of 

wear, but it did seem narrower on the right side, indicating that it was probably 

intended to be on the right side of the sled. The other runner (DWF-822) is 1.8 

m in length, with two integral stanchion pieces spaced 97 cm apart on center 

(Figure 23). It is approximately 10 cm wide in the middle tapering down to 5.5 

and 6 cm at the ends. This runner is not as well preserved, with the rear 

stanchion falling apart completely, while the forward stanchion falls off as a unit. 

The forward stanchion has a middle square hole, surrounded by four smaller 

square holes, while the rear stanchion has only a central square hole, similar to 

DWF-823. The front stanchion has only a hint of a depression in the top, and 

the rear stanchion has none. In general this runner appears to be less well 

finished than DWF-823, and it is possible that it was not complete. Both runners 

are carved from a full trunk of spruce (Picea sp.). The pith of the trunk is visible 

in the center of the stanchion pieces. Alix feels that there are good possibilities 

for dendrochronology. 
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Figure 22: Sled runner DWF-823 in cooler. 
 

 

Figure 23: Sled runner DWF-822 in cooler. Alix stabilizing front stanchion. 
 

The sled runners were found lying diagonally to two 1.50 m long poles 

(DWF-812, DWF-824) which were found parallel to each other. They were 

made of straight saplings, tapered at one end, with a transverse hole (Figure 

24) at the other. A shaft (DWF-786) made of a stave of spruce (Picea sp.) with 

some facial thinning of both ends was found at right angle to the poles with one 

end lying directly in the broken hole (Figure 25) of the eastern pole (DWF-824). 

It is not yet clear how these poles relate to the sled runners, or even if they are 

related at all. 
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Figure 24: Transverse hole through pole.  DWF-812. 
 

 



157 
 

 

 

Figure 25: Stave resting in transverse hole.  DWF-824. 
 

The paddle fragment is also significant. The shaft of the paddle is oval in 

cross-section and is shaped similarly to modern kayak/canoe paddles. It also 

shows a slight curve at the transition from shaft to blade that may have had 

some ergonomic or technological benefits in terms of stroke efficiency. It was 

made from a beautiful knot-free and straight grained piece of spruce that today 

Yup’ik carvers would refer to as ‘unarciaq’ (cf. Alix 2007). 

Analysis of the artifacts from the DWF is ongoing. The wood is 

remarkably well preserved given its age, but the structure is much affected, and 
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it is being held in cold storage at a relatively high humidity. All handling, 

including extensive cleaning, measurement and photography of artifacts such 

as the sled runners and frame parts and paddle is being minimized until 

conservation is completed. Alix has begun examining the wood and bark portion 

of the collection. She has already examined all of the major wooden artifacts 

and many of the smaller wooden artifacts which were identified in the field. 

Given the huge volume of material, as well as the fact that many of the artifacts 

consist of cut pieces of wood or cottonwood bark, which can be difficult to 

recognize under field conditions, it is possible Alix's ongoing analysis of this 

material will reveal additional worked items. It should certainly shed light on the 

woodworking techniques being used. However, we do not expect any additional 

tools to be encountered, and do not expect it the results of the full analysis will 

alter the basic interpretations of the unit in any way. 
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Figure 26:  Plan view of Driftwood Feature, W/S/G level.  Red = scrapers & flakes, pink = 
arrowpoint, purple = bone, dark grey = worked wood, tan = logs, green = baleen and black 

is outline of sub-features (hearth in lower left, compacted sublevel with occupational 
debris.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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As mentioned above, the DWF W/S/G level was extremely jumbled and 

confusing, especially at first glance. Careful digital mapping of the individual 

items has made it possible to use Plot to subtract various classes of non-

culturally modified items from the overall map of the level. By subtracting shell 

fragments, marine invertebrates and the many unworked fragments of wood 

and bark from the map, a much clearer picture of the situation emerges. 

At the time of occupation, the geomorphological reconstruction of the 

history of the Point Barrow spit indicates that this location would have been on 

a beach ridge that would have been adjacent to the Chukchi Sea beach. There 

are some indications from the excavation that there may have been a slight 

swale there running parallel to the beach ridge, although that has not been 

established definitively by the geomorphologist.  Geomorphology suggests that 

the DWF was located atop or just behind the crest of the beach ridge, with a 

beach in front, and that the storm which deposited the driftwood may have been 

extremely large. 

As can be seen from Figure 26 above, there appear to be two activity 

areas in that portion of the DWF that was excavated. The more northerly 

consisted of a group of oriented logs, with a compacted sandy sublevel above 

them. We recovered small amounts of what would appear to be sphagnum 

moss, as well as some fragments of caribou hide and fur, within the matrix of 

this sublevel. This activity area also contained all of the chert tools, the bone 

needle blank (DWF-432), the bird bone from which needle blank appear to have 

been cut (DWF-115), the bone flint flaking tool (DWF-166), and the Ipiutak type 



161 
 

I bone arrowpoint (DWF-155), which had side blade slots.  No side blades were 

found. 

The southern activity area appears to have been somewhat different in 

function. This area contained an area where the gravel was reddened, as if a 

fire had been built at that location. Observation of the remains of modern fires 

at Point Barrow shows that this reddening occurs after even a single fire, so 

interpretation of this is a hearth is reasonable, even though no charcoal was 

found in it.  A sizable sandstone whetstone (DWF-820) was located to the 

northeast of the hearth. There was a considerable amount of worked wood in 

this activity area, most notably two intact sled runners (DWF-822, DWF-823) 

and two shafts which have holes cut through one end (DWF-812, DWF-824),  

one of which (DWF-824) had a smaller rod (DWF-786) resting in the broken 

hole.  A well-made paddle, with the top of the shaft broken off (DWF-583) lay 

near the northern margin of this activity area. An extremely large log, partially 

buried in the underlying fine gravel, lay northeast of the hearth and whetstone. 

While this was being removed, a chert flake was found in the underlying gravel, 

suggesting that either the log was buried by the Ipiutak, or at least that the 

gravels around the log were disturbed while they were present. 

The Ipiutak people appear to have spent some time at this location. 

There is a considerable amount of woodworking debris, in the form of wood 

chips and wood shavings. One of the sled runners does not appear as well 

finished as the other, and it is possible that it may have been a work in 

progress. In addition, there is evidence for the manufacture of bone needles or 
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something similar. The northern activity area appears to have several shaped 

planks, as well as a number of split logs and logs arranged into a "floor" which 

would seem to indicate an expenditure of effort in excess of that which could be 

expected in a short-term campsite. 

Furthermore, it does not appear that they arrived here by accident.  The 

whetstone is made from a raw material that is not found close to Point Barrow. 

As noted above, the whetstone itself is a sizable one, scarcely an item that one 

would carry on a short trip.  There are at least four types of raw material present 

at the site, a light gray "waxy" chert which appears to be that most commonly 

found in the Barrow area, a very dark gray "waxy" chert, a black silicified slate, 

and a different black silicified slate which is considerably coarser than the 

preceding raw material. A very small flake of a bluff argillaceous material was 

recovered from collapsed slump at the DWF, and most probably originated in 

that feature. If so, this would be a fifth raw material. 

No indications of structures were recovered. However, the Ipiutak sites at 

Cape Krusenstern included both what were interpreted as campsites on a 

beach (Giddings and Anderson 1968:120) as well as a number of houses for 

which no actual structural materials were encountered (e.g. House 61, House 

41, House 42). Certainly, this does not appear to be a house like those found at 

the Ipiutak type site at Point Hope.  

Interpretation of the site is somewhat hampered by the fact that we were 

unable to excavate further to the East and West due to time constraints, 

although an expansion of the excavations is planned for the 2009 field season if 
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erosion does not remove the entire feature. Further, since the feature was 

exposed by erosion, it is probable that the northern activity area was larger, and 

may well have contained evidence of an actual structure that was eroded away.  

However, based on the available evidence, a reasonable interpretation is 

that the northern activity area represents some form of a shelter of 

indeterminate size and construction. It appears that more delicate work such as 

finer woodworking, and bone working took place in this area, given that all of 

the scrapers as well as the bird bone from which blanks were being cut, and the 

needle blank were located here, as was the flint flaker handle which would have 

been used in pressure flaking. The presence of caribou fur and perhaps 

sphagnum moss suggest that this was also where the occupants slept. The 

southern activity area appears likely to have been some type of outside work 

area where larger projects, such as sled construction and reduction of driftwood 

to a more manageable size took place. Although there are no signs of notches 

or scars from lashing, it is suggestive that, at least given today's prevailing 

winds, the partially buried heavy log is upwind of the whetstone and hearth.  

This would have been an excellent anchor for some form of windbreak to 

shelter people working by the fire. The whetstone would have been within easy 

reach without leaving the windbreak, and the fire would have been downwind so 

the smoke would generally have been carried away from workers. 

The season or seasons of occupation are not evident from the material 

recovered. The faunal assemblage is quite limited.  The presence of bird bone 

could suggest a spring/summer/fall occupation, although there is no reason to 
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imagine that bird bone might not have been curated for use as a raw material 

during the winter.  The presence of the sled certainly suggests that the site was 

used during the period when there was snow on the ground, while the paddle 

suggests occupation during a period when the use of boats was possible.  It 

would appear the site may have been occupied for more than one season, 

although the length of occupation cannot be estimated from the evidence 

recovered. An intriguing alternative possibility is suggested by the fact that 

sleds and boats are used at the same time during spring whaling. One plate of 

baleen, species as yet undetermined38, was recovered from the site. While it is 

not impossible that the baleen was introduced as flotsam, examinations of 

strandlines in the Barrow area indicate that it is extremely rare other than 

downdrift from eroding archaeological sites, and suggest that it probably was 

introduced by the occupants.  A whaling harpoon head has been recovered 

from Ipiutak House 17 at Cape Krusenstern (Giddings and Anderson 1968:122-

123). 

It appears that subsequent to the occupation, perhaps as the terminal 

event, waves washed over the site, depositing additional sand and marine 

invertebrates, and moving lighter items, including perhaps any ash or burn 

wood fragments left on the hearth, from their original locations and in some 

cases entirely out of the excavated area. 

A series of four C14 dates have been run material from the driftwood 

feature.  These dates are shown in Table 4, below.  

                                                 
38 Extraction of DNA for identification will be attempted. 
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Table 4: Ipiutak radiocarbon dates from Driftwood Feature (DWF), Nuvuk.  Calibrated with 
OxCal 3.1. 

 

Date ID Conventional  
C14 date 

Calibrated 
C14 date-2σ   
(probability) 

Item dated Raw material δ C13 
 
o/oo 

Date type 
* = Marine 
curve 

Beta-247583 1690± 40 240-430 AD Log- 
outer ring 

Wood -20.70 AMS 

Beta-246714 1760± 40 130-390 AD DWF-583 
Paddle 

Wood -22.8 AMS 

Beta-246715 1660± 40 250-540 AD DWF-585 
Caribou bone 

Bone -19.5 AMS 

Beta-247447 2110±40 140-380 AD DWF-115 
Worked bird 
bone 

bone -10.7 AMS 

 

 

 

Figure 27:  Ipiutak radiocarbon dates from Driftwood Feature (DWF), Nuvuk.  Calibrated 
with OxCal 3.1. 

 

 

These dates cluster tightly, and when combined, the 1σ range of the 

calibrated terrestrial dates is 330-390 AD. The date on bird bone (Beta-247447) 

was not included in the calculation, as we have no satisfactory marine 

correction factor for this material established for the Barrow area, although it 

Atmospheric data from Reimer et al (2004);OxCal v3.10 Bronk Ramsey (2005); cub r:5 sd:12 prob usp[chron]

400CalBC 200CalBCCalBC/CalAD200CalAD 400CalAD 600CalAD 800CalAD

Calibrated date

247583  1690±40BP

246714  1760±40BP

246715  1660±40BP

Curve marine04 

247447  2110±40BP
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does not appear radically different than the other three dates when the 

marine04 curve (Hugen et. al. (2004) is used for calibration. The dates not only 

place Ipiutak at Nuvuk as the earliest occupation in the immediate Barrow area; 

they are also some of the earliest dates known for a definite Ipiutak occupation 

anywhere. 

 

Peat Locus 
 

A particularly interesting set of features was encountered during the 

excavation of a geomorphological test trench, some distance away from the 

main site area.  This trench was placed in a lower-lying area to the southeast of 

the main site (in geomorphological Unit I), in order to better examine the 

stratigraphy of some peats exposed in the erosion face on the Beaufort Sea 

shoreline.  This exposed a number of artifacts, which led to the expansion of 

the excavations in an area designated as PEATLO.   

The majority of the cultural material in this area is clearly the result in of 

a post-contact occupation.  Dr. Susan Lebo, a historic archaeologist who has 

been investigating the archaeology of Yankee whaling in Hawaii and on the 

North Slope, joined the project in 2005 as an ECHO partner member from the 

Bishop Museum in Hawaii.  Although Dr. Lebo has left the Bishop Museum, she 

continues to participate in the Nuvuk Archaeology Project, concentrating on 

post-contact materials. She is currently conducting research in archives, 

searching for photographs of the Nuvuk area taken by whalers or other 
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travelers, as well as written accounts in log books or journals.  Dr. Lebo is also 

participating in artifact identification and analysis, due to her expertise in 

historic materials of the period. This locus does not change our understanding 

of the occupational history of the Nuvuk site in any significant way.  Because of 

this, and because of the ongoing collaborative analysis, I provide only a brief 

description of the extensive and interesting assemblage in this dissertation. 

Excavation at PEATLO was also extremely challenging, although in a 

different way from the rest of the Nuvuk site. Here, instead of unconsolidated 

gravel, the bulk of the profile was composed of peat, which apparently formed 

in 10 or perhaps more layers. In some areas, thin sand lenses separated the 

layers of peat, but in other areas one blended seamlessly into the next, making 

following the stratigraphy difficult at best. To further complicate the issue, the 

peat was generally extremely dark when first excavated, but rapidly oxidized to 

a reddish-brown color, so that a particular level could differ very radically in 

color depending on the time since it had been exposed in (Figure 28).   
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Figure 28: PEATLO; level LPF exposed, excavators working on LPE.  Note darker just-
excavated area of LPF in the left foreground and black LPE immediately adjacent. View 

West. 
 

The upper levels of the peat, which were far better preserved, were 

impossible to trowel through.  The plant material, which appeared to be 

sphagnum, was very well preserved. The individual plants were so intertwined, 

and roots from plants which had grown on apparent temporary surfaces had so 

interpenetrated the peat, that it had a distinctly "hairy" appearance (Figure 29). 

The only way to proceed was to peel it off in sheets, which proved to be 

extremely laborious and slow. It became apparent that erosion would destroy 

the feature long before we were able to excavate any significant proportion if 

we continued using those methods.  
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Figure 29:  A view of the "hairy" peat, showing a bow fragment, debitage, and wood chips. 
 

Therefore, we decided to take a random sample of 50 cm square blocks 

of each level of the hairy peat back to the laboratory en bloc, and excavate 

them there as time permitted. We set a sampling fraction of 25%, and the 

remaining 75% of the peat blocks were peeled rapidly apart in the field, 

recording artifacts that were encountered in situ, and retaining of the rest as a 

bucket shot. Undoubtedly this did not give complete recovery of the many wood 

chips and the like which were the most common artifacts in these levels, but it 

was the only practical option given the location of the feature and the length of 

the field season.  Artifacts in the upper levels of the peat were not distributed on 

surfaces but rather occurred throughout the peat layers. It was not clear if the 



170 
 

peat continued development and activity had taken place on a peat surface, 

perhaps during the seasons when the ground would have been frozen and 

therefore more suitable as a work area, or if lighter artifacts like wood chips and 

small debit house were actually lifted and displaced by growing peat.   

Once the upper peat levels (Upper Peat, Lower Peat A-D) were 

excavated, it was possible to excavate in a normal fashion. The lowest levels of 

peat had decayed to a point where the individual plants were no longer well 

preserved, and it was possible to trowel through the material. A number of 

artifacts began appearing almost immediately. This portion of the Nuvuk site 

contains numerous large whalebone artifacts, some over 1 meter in length, 

which projected up 20 or more centimeters from the surface on which they had 

originally been deposited. The peat appears to have grown up around them, 

and this made it rather difficult in some cases to decide to exactly which level a 

particular artifact should be attributed.  The majority of artifacts appear to be in 

level Lower Peat F, which in some places could be divided into four sub levels. 

A few artifacts were in a thin Lower Peat E, which was only present in a small 

portion of the excavation.  The bottom of the excavation, called Lower Peat G, 

is a very thin organic layer, apparently a decayed peat, which overlaid fine 

gravel.  It appears that the majority of the occupation took place after the initial 

peat began to form on the gravel surface. Since peat is something that only 

forms in rather wet conditions, it seems probable the occupation in this area 

took place in seasons when the ground was frozen, as it would have been quite 

wet when it was warm enough for water to be liquid. This would have been an 
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unlikely choice for a summer activity area, especially given the proximity of 

hectares of well-drained gravel. 

The main feature was an area which contained a variety of items of both 

Iñupiaq and Euro-American manufacture.  It was excavated in two seasons, so 

there are no photographs which show everything in situ.  However, it is the only 

area of the site where it was possible to allow artifacts remain in their original 

find spot for any extended period of time. Since the air in the Barrow area is 

very dry, it was imperative to keep organic artifacts cover during excavation to 

avoid damage from drying. We chose not to leave artifacts that were fully 

exposed at the site over the weekend, or when there were any question of 

severe weather developing from the north or east, as wave action was a 

problem. 

The ground surface at the time of occupation of activity area had two 

parallel depressions in it (Figure 30). When these were first excavated in 2006, 

they were interpreted as ice cracks, but the 2007 field season found no 

evidence that they continued, and both the location and their parallel position in 

approximately equal length suggest that they were the result of human activity. 

In 2007, a pit was encountered extending into the wall of the unit. It contained 

almost no artifactual material, so its nature is undetermined. Unfortunately, 

what remained of the pit was eroded over the winter of 2007-2008. 
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Figure 30: PEATLO, showing trenches and pit in black. North at top. 
 

 

The artifacts in the next level (Lower Peat F) almost all occur outside the 

area between the two parallel trenches (Figure 31).  This suggests a functional 

difference between the space within the trenches and that without.  Among the 

artifacts were a slate whaling harpoon end blade and a bent iron Yankee 

toggle-iron (Figure 32).  The toggle iron is of an early type which was rapidly 
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superseded and thus fell out of use by Yankee whalers, although it is possible 

the "outdated" stock could have been used for trade with the Iñupiaq after this 

date. This suggests that the activity area dates from the short period when the 

Iñupiaq whalers of Nuvuk were adopting the use of some Yankee whaling 

technology (Brower 1942).   

The activity area also contained large amounts of worked whalebone and 

worked wood. In addition to typical manufacturing debris, the worked 

whalebone also included a large trough-like object manufactured from a 

hollowed out bowhead whale mandible section (Figure 33). Even if one allows 

for the possibility that the manufacture of this object involved some method of 

bending it to open it up, a process of which there is no sign, the whale from 

which this mandible section came was a large one. Other artifacts which were 

originally introduced as trade items included a bent gun barrel, metal adze 

blades which appeared to have been reworked from axes, modified cans, and a 

tool bag manufactured from part of a canvas sou’wester hat.  All this suggests 

that this may have been a work area used by an umialik (whaling captain) and 

his crew members, perhaps for preparations for spring whaling.   
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Figure 31: PEATLO, Level F artifacts shown in black, Level G shown in green.  Grey shows 
artifacts from higher levels.  North at top. 
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Figure 32:  Slate end blade and Yankee toggle iron from PEATLO. 
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Figure 33: PEATLO level F, 2006, with some Level E artifacts projecting from wall.  Trough 
at photo center, modified can to right of north arrow, which is not correctly oriented. View 

North. 
 

In Level E there were a number of very large (greater than 1 m) rib and 

mandible sections which had been sawn and otherwise modified, modified 

vertebral sections, including one which was essentially hollowed out, and a few 

sizable logs. This material is largely concentrated in the area defined by the two 

trenches (Figure 34).  At least one of the whalebone mandible sections has 

very evident lashing marks on it. It seems quite possible that this represents the 

remains of some type of structure, perhaps either a windbreak or a rack, which 

collapsed after it fell out of use. The trenches could either have been dug to set 

uprights in, or to improve the drainage of the area between them. 
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Figure 34: PEATLO, level E shown in red. Grey shows artifacts from higher levels.   North 
at top. 

 

 

Level D includes several additional pieces of wood and whalebone which 

may have been part of the structure as well, since they are concentrated within 
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that area (Figure 35). Structural wood and whalebone have traditionally been 

reused, so it is possible that some of the jumble in Levels D and E is the result 

of extraction of other pieces of wood or whalebone for reuse elsewhere. 

 

 

Figure 35: PEATLO level D shown in blue.  North at top. 
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Analysis is continuing, and we hope to continue excavations in the area, 

although fall 2007 storms appear to have obliterated it.   

 

Activity area/middens  & Other Features 
 

Excavations were also conducted at a number of small activity 

area/middens and other miscellaneous features located on the site (see Figure 

9.  These excavations were generally for one of two purposes.  Sometimes, it 

would not be immediately clear if a feature was the result of an activity 

area/midden or of a highly disturbed burial, and excavation beyond the initial 

STP stage was necessary to make that determination, and in some instances to 

recover scattered human remains.  In other cases, activity areas with slightly 

deeper organic levels were selected as places to train beginning excavators.   

Since the majority of the high school students had no excavation 

experience prior to the Nuvuk Archaeology Project, it was desirable to expose 

them to the concepts of squares and straight walls which are part of normal 

archaeological practice.  The loose gravel matrix present at most of Nuvuk 

made this impossible except in a few activity area/middens and PEATLO.   The 

activity area/middens were chosen for two reasons.  First, as areas where items 

were generally dropped or discarded, rather than precisely placed, the 

inevitable excavation mistakes made by beginners would be less problematic 

than in a burial or in the rather complex stratigraphy of PEATLO.   Secondly, 

due to the higher organic content, there was some possibility of maintaining 
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straight walls and square corners, and even of seeing some actual stratigraphy, 

so that students would have the opportunity to learn basic profiling skills, as 

well as the drawing of plan views. 

Again, as was the case with PEATLO, the middens all proved to be 

contact and post-contact in age. As such, they do not alter our understanding of 

the occupational history or chronology of the Nuvuk site in any way, so the 

descriptions provided herein will be brief. 

 

Midden 1 
 

Midden 1 was excavated in 2005. At the time, it was located on the 

erosion face (see Figure 9). It corresponds to the landward half of the large 

vegetated feature mapped in 2001 as Feature 14. The seaward half had eroded 

in the intervening years. Excavation was carried out a series of 1 m units laid 

out in an L-shaped checkerboard. The results were unremarkable, with the 

artifacts recovered all being clearly post-contact.  The majority were of metal, 

including ferrous metal and brass, which had been cut in the process of making 

some items which had subsequently been removed from the manufacturing 

area, as well as glass and worked local materials. This appears to have been a 

work area, with the manufacturing debris and other items dropped forming a 

thin sheet midden. 
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SurfC/Area C 
 

In 2005, a small test unit was placed in a large vegetated feature, 

mapped in 2001 as Feature 2 (see Figure 9).  The unit was placed there 

because two human bones been found on the surface. Again, the materials 

were unremarkable post-contact manufacturing debris, including ferrous metal, 

copper and brass fragments, a metal spike and worked local material. Two 

apparent net sinkers were also recovered.  However, at the base of the 

excavation, two additional human bones were found at the very end of the field 

season, and it was decided to expand the excavations the next year. 

In 2006, additional units were laid out, and excavation commenced. Very 

few additional human remains were recovered. However, quite a large area was 

excavated, again with results consistent with a post-contact manufacturing area 

leading to a thin sheet midden. 

In 2007, the project had quite a number of short-term high school student 

visitors to the site, including a number of individuals from the Rural Alaskan 

Honors Institute (RAHI) and a number of visitors from Hawaii with the ECHO 

program.  As they were only on-site for a few days, it was necessary to find a 

place where they could make a meaningful contribution without doing any major 

damage. Since this midden was a relatively easy place in which to excavate, 

contained artifacts that were easily recognizable even to inexperienced 

excavators and was clearly going to be eroded over the winter, it was chosen 

as a suitable area for these students to learn the basics of excavation. Again, 
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the results were consistent with a post-contact manufacturing area resulting in a 

thin sheet midden. 

 

Fox Den 
 

The Fox Den feature was an abandoned fox den which was mapped as 

Feature 9 in 2001. The idea behind excavating this feature was to obtain a 

sample of faunal remains brought there by foxes. Similar collections from 

Sanak Island have proven to provide interesting data concerning available 

shorebirds in an area, and erosion was forcing movement of the existing 

vehicular trail to the point where the fox den feature was threatened.  The 

Driftwood Feature (DWF) proved to be extremely important shortly after 

excavation of the Fox Den was begun, and excavation was not completed. 

What was recovered suggested that it is possible this is a fairly recent fox den, 

perhaps made by foxes digging into an old activity area or midden. In 2005 

season, some weasels were observed living there.  Current plans are to 

complete the excavation in 2009, provided that it does not erode in the interim. 

 

S10 Midden 
 

This feature was a midden which was mapped as Feature 6 in 2001. 

Shovel test pit S10 fell within the feature, and the results were such that the 

presence of a grave was suspected.  This was excavated as a burial, and is 
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reported more fully with the burials. However, there was a thin sheet midden 

composed of post-contact manufacturing debris present. 

 

Henry's house (HH) 
 

This feature was a surface concentration of historic artifacts, including 

large amounts of window glass, window hardware, firebrick and the like, 

suggestive of the presence of a structure.  It was originally noticed by one of the 

bear guards, Henry Elavgak, for whom it was named. There was no vegetation 

present, and it had not been mapped as a feature in 2001. It was decided to 

surface collect the area, mapping each artifact with the total station. This 

process was not completed, due to the time demands of the DWF, but will be 

completed next field season. The collection is yet to be analyzed, but nothing 

was noted that was inconsistent with what was probably an early 20th century 

structure. 

 

Radiocarbon Dates 
 

 In 2003, Owen Mason obtained a radiocarbon date on one of the 

non-Sicco antler harpoon heads from the Nuvuk-01 burial.  Since then, 55 

additional dates have been obtained on graves excavated during the 2005, 

2006, 2007 and 2008 Nuvuk field seasons.  There also are four dates from the 

Driftwood Feature (DWF), nine dates from various other features, two from 
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bowhead whale skulls collected from Nuvuk about 15 years ago by Barrow 

resident Johnny Brower, and 14 dates from primarily geomorphological contexts 

at Nuvuk. 

 The 85 dates currently available from Nuvuk are listed in Table 5.  

Archaeological dates from non-marine mammal sources are displayed 

graphically in Figure 36.  Calibration was done using OxCal v 3.10 (Bronk 

Ramsey 2005) using intcal04 curve with atmospheric data from Reimer et al. 

(2004) for samples of terrestrial origin.  Marine samples were calibrated using 

curve marine04 with data from Hugen et al. (2004).   Beta-216961, Beta-

220982, and Beta-220985, all polar bear, were calibrated with a Delta R of 200, 

based on paired samples of caribou and polar bear fur from grave G12/13, 

which reasonably can be assumed to be contemporaneous. Whalebone 

samples Beta-220984, Beta-235095, Beta-235098, and Beta-235099, were 

calibrated using curve marine04 with data from Hugen et al. (2004) and a Delta 

R of 506±83.  The fourth whalebone sample, Beta-220983, was post-bomb in 

origin and therefore cannot be calibrated.  The sample of bird bone, which was 

too heavily modified to identify to species level with certainty, was also 

calibrated on the marine curve, as the measured δC13 was -10.7. A Delta R of 

100±0 was used, as there was a paired sample of culturally modified caribou 

bone which was assumed to be essentially contemporaneous. 
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Table 5:  Radiocarbon dates from Nuvuk. 
 
Date ID Conventional  

C14 date 
Calibrated C14 date-2σ   
(probability) 

Structure/ 
feature ID 

Item 
dated 

Raw 
material 

δ 
C13 

Date type 
* = marine 
curve 

Beta-
180329 1110±40 810AD-1020AD (95.4%) Nuvuk 01 

Thule 3 
Harpoon 
head 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
antler -18.8 AMS 

Beta-
190552 1730±80 

120AD-470AD (91.4%) 
480AD-540AD (4.0%) 

 OKM03-05 
Stratigraphic
ally below 
burials 

Driftwood-
geomorph-
ological 
sample wood -25.0 Radiometric 

Beta-
216957 860±40 

1040AD-1100 AD. 
(17.0%) 
1110AD-1270AD 
(78.4%) A9 Sample #1 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
hair/hide -20.9 AMS 

Beta-
216958 760±40 

1180AD-1300 AD. 
(95.4%) B139 Garment 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
hide/hair -22.4 AMS 

Beta-
216959 970±40 990AD-1160AD (95.4%) G37 Sample #1 wood -24.8 Radiometric 
Beta-
216960 850±50 

1040AD- 1270AD 
(95.4%) G12/13 Head log wood -24.0 AMS 

Beta-
216961 1240±50 

1260AD-1430AD 
(95.4%) G12/13 Sample #1 

Ursus 
maritimus 
fur -14.8 AMS* 

Beta-
216962 970±50 980AD-1190AD (95.4%) G12/13 Sample #2 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
hair/hide -20.8 AMS 

Beta-
216963 840±50 

1040AD-1100 AD. 
(12.9%) 
1110AD-1280AD 
(82.5%) G12/13 Sample #3 hair  -21.6 AMS 

Beta-
216964 960±40 990AD-1170AD (95.4%) B139 Log 1 wood -26.0 AMS 
Beta-
216965 990±40 980AD-1160AD (95.4%) B139 Log 2 wood -25.8 Radiometric 

Beta-
216966 820±60 

1040AD-1100 AD. 
(11.2%) 
1110AD-1290AD 
(84.2%) B139 Log 3 wood -25.5 Radiometric 

Beta-
216967 850±60 

1030AD-1280AD 
(95.4%) B139 Log 4 wood -25.2 Radiometric 

Beta-
216968 910±60 

1010AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) B152  wood -25.1 Radiometric 

Beta-
218230 10±50 

1680AD-1730AD 
(19.7%) 
1800AD-1930AD 
(61.0%) 
1950AD-1960AD 
(14.7%) PEATLO LP C peat -25.9 Radiometric 

Beta-
218231 1380±60 550AD-780AD (95.4%) PEATLO 

LP F 
(bottom) peat -23.4 Radiometric 

Beta-
220963 1580±50 380AD-600AD (95.4%) XSQDL 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample wood -23.8 Radiometric 

Beta-
220964 150±40 

1660AD-1960AD 
(95.4%) 

Trench 6, 
AREAA-82 bone bone -20.0 AMS 

Beta-
220965 820±40 

1050AD-1080AD (1.4%) 
1150AD-1280AD 
(94.0%) 06-F75-12 Log 4 wood -26.8 AMS 

Beta-
220966 860±40 

  1030AD-1270AD 
(95.4%) 

06-BB54-
CHGOA Log 1 wood -25.8 Radiometric 

Beta-
220967 800±40 

1160AD-1280AD 
(95.4%) 06-B99-30 log wood -25.1 Radiometric 

Beta-
220968 870±60 

1030AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 06-BB54-80 Hide 

Rangifer 
tarandus -21.5 Radiometric 
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Date ID Conventional  
C14 date 

Calibrated C14 date-2σ   
(probability) 

Structure/ 
feature ID 

Item 
dated 

Raw 
material 

δ 
C13 

Date type 
* = marine 
curve 

fur 

Beta-
220969 590±40 

1290AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 06-A111-47 hide 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
hide/fur -22.3 AMS 

Beta-
220970 870±40 

1040AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 06-A111-20 Log 1 wood -25.9 AMS 

Beta-
220971 600±40 

1290AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 06-A213-90 wood wood -24.6 AMS 

Beta-
220972 870±40 

1040AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 06-A214-25 Log 4 wood -25.4 Radiometric 

Beta-
220973 740±40 

1210AD-1300 AD. 
(92.4%) 
1360AD-1390AD (3.0%) 06-C116-70 log wood -27 AMS 

Beta-
220974 720±50 

1210AD-1320AD 
(78.4%) 
1340AD-1400 AD. 
(17.0%) 06-C68-86 Log 1 wood -25.1 Radiometric 

Beta-
220975 910±40 

1030AD-1210AD 
(95.4%) 06-A185-2 log wood -27.0 AMS 

Beta-
220976 710±40 

1220AD-1320AD 
(77.2%) 
1350AD-1390AD 
(18.2%) 06-F79-81 Log 1 wood -25.5 AMS 

Beta-
220977 880±40 

1030AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 06-B113-16 Log 1 wood -26.4 Radiometric 

Beta-
220978 930±50 

1020AD-1220AD 
(95.4%) 

06-BB20-
EYCBQ Log 2 wood -26.5 Radiometric 

Beta-
220979 600±40 

1290AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 06-A140 fur 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
fur -22.0 AMS 

Beta-
220981 160±40 

1660AD-1890AD 
(78.2%) 
1900AD-1960AD 
(17.2%) PEATLO-437 bone 

Rangifer 
tarandus -18.8 AMS 

Beta-
220982 840±40 

1530AD-1770AD 
(93.2%) 
1780AD-1810AD (2.2%) PEATLO-55 bone  -15.6 AMS* 

Beta-
220983 0 103.1 pMC JB Whale A bone 

Balaena 
mysticetus -18.7 AMS 

Beta-
220984 1070±40 

1575AD-present 
(95.4%)  JB Whale B bone 

Balaena 
mysticetus -13.4 AMS* 

Beta-
220985 960±40 

1470AD-1650AD 
(95.4%) PEATLO-259 bone 

Ursus 
maritimus -13.5 AMS* 

Beta-
220986 20±40 

1690AD-1730AD 
(17.7%) 
1810AD-1920AD 
(59.3%) 
1950AD-1960AD 
(18.4%) 

Trench 3, 
AREAA-4 antler 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
antler -19.5 AMS 

Beta-
228951 500±40 

1310AD-1350AD (9.4%) 
1390AD-1460AD 
(86.0%) 06-AHGUB 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample Peat -24.6 AMS 

Beta-
235054 1680±40 240AD-440AD (95.4%) OKM07-01 

Driftwood-
geomorph-
ological 
sample Wood -24.9 AMS 

Beta-
235055 1670±50 

240AD-470AD (86.7%) 
480AD-540AD (8.7%) OKM07-02 

Driftwood-
geomorph-
ological 
sample Wood -26.8 Radiometric 

Beta-
235056 1260±40 660AD-870AD (95.4%) OKM07-04 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample Peat -24.6 AMS 

Beta-
235057 1520±40 420AD-620AD (95.4%) OKM07-06 

Geomorph
-ological Peat -27.0 AMS 
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Date ID Conventional  
C14 date 

Calibrated C14 date-2σ   
(probability) 

Structure/ 
feature ID 

Item 
dated 

Raw 
material 

δ 
C13 

Date type 
* = marine 
curve 

sample 

Beta-
235058 1540±40 420AD-610AD (95.4%) OKM07-07 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample 

Plant 
material -25.5 AMS 

Beta-
235059 <50 101.1 pMC OKM07-08 

Driftwood-
geomorph-
ological 
sample Wood -23.1 AMS 

Beta-
235081 530±40 

1300AD-1360AD 
(29.1%) 
1380AD-1450AD 
(66.3%) 07-C24-25 Log 11 Wood -24.8 AMS 

Beta-
235082 800±50 

1050AD-1080AD (2.2%) 
1150AD-1290AD 
(93.2%) 07-C24-11 Log 4 Wood -23.9 Radiometric 

Beta-
235083 790±40 

1170AD-1290AD 
(95.4%) 07-H39-30 Log 7 Wood -25.6 AMS 

Beta-
235084 790±50 

1150AD-1300AD 
(95.4%) 07A-513-16 Plank 1 Wood -25.4 Radiometric 

Beta-
235085 670±50 

1260AD-1400AD 
(95.4%) 07-O54-22 Log 2 Wood -25.5 Radiometric 

Beta-
235086 700±40 

1240AD-1330AD 
(68.9%) 
1340AD-1400AD 
(26.5%) 07-JJ2 Log 1 Wood -25.1 AMS 

Beta-
235087 600±40 

1290AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 07-H92-0 Log 2 Wood -23.7 AMS 

Beta-
235088 850±60 

1030AD-1280AD 
(95.4%) 07-LL28-27 Wood Wood -24.9 Radiometric 

Beta-
235089 880±40 

1030AD-1260AD 
(95.4%) 07-B35-10 Plank 1 Wood -24.6 AMS 

Beta-
235090 780±60 

1050AD-1090AD (3.0%) 
1150AD-1310AD 
(90.7%) 
1360AD-1390AD (1.7%) 07A-298-36 Log 1 Wood -24.7 Radiometric 

Beta-
235091 540±50 

1290AD-1370AD 
(41.4%) 
1380AD-1450AD 
(54.0%) 07A-298-39 Log 3 Wood -24.4 Radiometric 

Beta-
235092 710±50 

 1210AD-1330AD 
(72.7%) 
 1340AD-1400AD 
(22.7%) 07-FF36-5 Cover Wood -25.6 Radiometric 

Beta-
235093 790±40 

1170AD-1290AD 
(95.4%) 07-FF36-19 Fur 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
fur -20.2 AMS 

Beta-
235094 290±40 

1480AD-1670AD 
(93.4%) 
1780AD-1800AD (2.0%) PEATLO-440 

Wood-
base of 
peat Wood -22.7 AMS 

Beta-
235095 1560±40 

1160AD-1470AD 
(95.4%) 07-EE67-21 Bone 

Balaena 
mysticetus -12.7 AMS* 

Beta-
235096 410±40 

1420AD-1530AD 
(71.8%) 
1550AD-1640AD 
(23.6%) 

07-H0-
XLOFT Fur 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
fur -22.3 AMS 

Beta-
235097 50±40 

1680AD-1730AD 
(23.3%) 
1800AD-1930AD 
(68.8%) 
1950AD-1960AD (3.4%) PEATLO-446 

Wood-
Level E Wood -23.5 Radiometric 

Beta-
235098 1630±40 

1070AD-1420AD 
(95.4%) 07-BB106-6 Bone 

Balaena 
mysticetus -14.6 AMS* 

Beta-
235099 1610±40 

1090AD-1440AD 
(95.4%) 07-DD56-27 Bone 

Balaena 
mysticetus -14.5 AMS* 

Beta- 2390±40 750BC-680BC (11.4%) OKM07-10 Geomorph Peat -23.7 AMS 
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Date ID Conventional  
C14 date 

Calibrated C14 date-2σ   
(probability) 

Structure/ 
feature ID 

Item 
dated 

Raw 
material 

δ 
C13 

Date type 
* = marine 
curve 

235127 670BC-640BC (2.7%) 
560BC-380BC (81.3%) 

-ological 
sample 

Beta-
235128 1980±40 

90BC-70BC (1.0%) 
60BC-130AD (94.4%) OKM07-12 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample Peat -26.2 AMS 

Beta-
235127 2390±40 

750BC-680BC (11.4%) 
670BC-640BC (2.7%) 
560BC-380BC (81.3%) OM07-10 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample peat -23.7 AMS 

Beta-
235128 1980±40 

90BC-70BC (1.0%) 
60BC-130AD (94.4%) OM07-12 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample peat -26.2 AMS 

Beta-
245783 1690±40 240AD-430AD (95.4%) DWF  Log 2 wood -20.7 AMS 
Beta-
246714 1760±40 130AD-390AD (95.4%) DWF-583 Paddle wood -22.8 AMS 
Beta-
246715 1660±40 

250AD-470AD (86.3%) 
480AD-540AD (9.1%) DWF-585 bone Rt -19.5 AMS 

Beta-
247447 2110±40 250AD-490AD (95.4%) DWF-115  

bone 
"core" 

duck? 
Bone -10.7 AMS* 

Beta-
248587 430±40  OM08-3-1 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample 

plant 
material -27.5 AMS 

Beta-
248588 970±40BP 

990AD- 1160AD 
(95.4%) 

OM08-4-1 
 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample bone 

-20.3 
 AMS 

Beta-
248589 2010±40BP 

160BC-130BC (2.1%) 
120BC-80A (93.3%) 

OM08-5-1 
 

Geomorph
-ological 
sample wood 

-25.3 
 

AMS 
 

Beta-
251506 450±40BP 

1400AD-1520AD 
(91.6%)  
1590AD-1620AD  
(3.8%)  

08-A604-29 
  wood -25.3 

AMS

Beta-
251507 680±40BP 

1260AD-1330AD 
(56.4%)  
1340AD-1400AD 
(39.0%)  

08D61-
DSPXE 
 Fur 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
fur -21.7 

AMS

Beta-
251508 320±40BP 

1460AD-1650AD 
(95.4%)  

08-K04-
SDGPO 
  wood -24.8 

AMS

Beta-
251509 800±40BP 

1160AD-1280AD 
(95.4%)  

08-C32-60 
  wood -23.9 

AMS

Beta-
251510 620±40BP 

1280AD-1410AD 
(95.4%)  

08-D15-
FNDKY 
  wood -23.1 

AMS

Beta-
251511 960±40BP 990AD-1170AD (95.4%)  

08-I50-
FOFGS 
  wood -26.1 

AMS

Beta-
251512 970±40BP 990AD-1160AD (95.4%)  

08-C32-82 
  wood -25.4 

AMS

Beta-
251513 750±40BP 

1200AD-1300AD 
(94.2%)  
1360AD-1380AD  
(1.2%)  

08-D99-90 
 Log 5 wood -25 

AMS

Beta-
251514 500±40BP 

1310AD-1350AD  
(9.4%)  
1390AD-1460AD 
(86.0%)  

08-K60-27 
  wood -26.1 

AMS

Beta-
251515 730±40BP 

1210AD-1310AD 
(89.0%)  
1360AD-1390AD  
(6.4%)  

08-A622-65 
  wood -26.4 

AMS

Beta-
251516 
   

08-E87-
JMHBD 
 Fur 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
fur   
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Possible issues with C14 dates at Nuvuk  
 

 Many of the dates were run on wood, presumed to be driftwood.  

In two instances multiple dates were run on different logs from the same grave, 

in part to determine the extent to which the possible length of time the wood 

may have been drifting and lying on the beach prior to use might make the 

wood a poor choice for actually dating the grave.  Although the two-σ ranges of 

the dates for Logs 1 and 2 and the garment from grave B139 do not actually 

overlap, the gap is only 20 years.  The two-σ ranges of the dates for the two 

pieces of wood dated from 08C32 do not overlap, one ending and the other 

beginning at 1160AD. In both cases, the difference is less than the margin of 

error of the dates.  Also, analysis of the grave logs by Claire Alix suggests the 

majority of them were utilized when the wood was relatively fresh.  Several of 

the logs retained traces of bark, including one large cottonwood log which was 

used as a cover on Grave 06BB54.  Alix feels that the bark would not been 

retained on floating wood for much more than five years after the tree fell (pers. 

comm. 2008), indicating a rapid movement from the source to Point Barrow. In 

addition, cottonwood in particular is fairly quick to decay (Alix pers. comm. 

2008).  It appears that the wood used for grave construction was generally in 

good condition, indicating that logs were incorporated into graves fairly soon 

after they stranded or were otherwise acquired, which diminishes concern 

about using this driftwood for dating.  The fact that the dates generally agree 

well with caribou dates from the same graves, where available, further supports 

their use in dating.  
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 Several additional dates were obtained on marine-mammal 

derived materials. The Delta R used to calibrate the polar bear-derived dates 

was chosen because it was clear that use of the published marine correction for 

Point Barrow (McNeely et al. 2006) on polar bear produced dates that are later 

than associated terrestrial dates.  Use of other correction factors suggested by 

Dumond (1998) and Mason (1998) gave less satisfactory results.  Grave 

G12/13 provided paired samples of caribou and polar bear fur.  As it is highly 

probable that these furs were contemporaneous, a Delta R (200) was selected 

that produced similar calibrated ranges for the terrestrial and marine samples, 

and this was used to calibrate all dates on polar bear.  A similar procedure was 

followed for the date on the bird bone.  Dates on whalebone were consistently 

significantly early when that Delta R was used, so the published Delta R for the 

Barrow area was used to calibrate those dates.  Obviously, there are poorly 

understood differences between polar bears and bowhead whales when it 

comes to suitability for use in radiocarbon dating, despite the fact that they have 

similar δC13 values. Although these dates seem to fit well with the non-marine 

dates, excluding them from consideration does not alter the interpretation of the 

period of occupation for the site. 
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Figure 36: Non-marine archaeological C14 dates from Nuvuk. All dates were calibrated 
with OxCal 3.1 (Bronk Ramsey 2005), using the intcal04 curve (Reimer et al. 2004). 

 

 It has been clear for some time that many of the materials 

commonly available for dating at Arctic sites have various issues which make 

them less than ideal for radiocarbon dating (Arundale 1981; McGhee 2000; 

McGhee and Tuck 1976).  This has led a number of authors to suggest 

eliminating all dates on anything but terrestrial mammals and short-lived local 

terrestrial plants from consideration (e.g., McGhee 2000; Morrison 2001).  
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Given the current state of knowledge, it is obviously preferable to choose 

radiocarbon samples that are composed of such materials, in cases where such 

samples exist in a clear context and in clear association with the phenomenon 

one is attempting to date.  While such dates are clearly less affected by the 

marine reservoir effect, and therefore appear to be more straightforward to 

interpret, restricting research to only dates run on such materials is not a 

satisfactory solution at the present time, for a number of reasons. 

 First, terrestrial mammal dates also have potential problems.  One 

issue is the use of well-preserved ancient raw materials to manufacture 

artifacts.  McGhee recovered an antler arrowhead from House 12 at Brooman 

Point (1984) which has yielded two radiocarbon dates in excess of 3000BP.  

These dates are so far out of the expected range for Thule that there is no 

question that they should be rejected.  However, had the ancient arrowhead 

maker used a piece of antler that was only one or two hundred years old, 

instead of two thousand, the initial date would probably have been accepted 

without question.  In essence, this is the same scenario that led to the 

suggestion to reject all wood dates.  Other issues with terrestrial dates also 

have been suggested (McGhee 2000:188-189).  In addition, both the present 

author39 and Owen Mason40 have submitted caribou samples for dating which 

have yielded δC13 values similar to those of marine mammals from the same 

                                                 
39 Beta-220981, caribou bone with a δC13 of -18.8 and Beta-220983, whalebone with a δC13 of -18.7, both 
from Nuvuk. 
40 Beta-174354, caribou with a δC13 of -12.0, and Beta174356, ringed seal with a δC13 of -19.0, both from 
the same unit at Uivvaq (Mason 2003:Table 5-1). 
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site.  The reasons for this are not clear, although it is not believed to be a result 

of contamination.  

 Second, at least in the Western Arctic, there are sites with very 

little other than marine mammal products or wood to date, Nuvuk being an 

example but not a unique one.  One suspects that this situation applies in the 

Eastern Arctic, judging by the instances where diagnostic artifacts are reported 

from one house at a site while the reported C14 dates come from another 

house.  Since determining contemporaneity of houses at a site is not 

necessarily straightforward, one assumes that the choice to date material from 

a different house was made due to a lack of suitable material for dating 

associated with the diagnostics. 

 Throwing up our collective hands and declaring that nothing is 

suitable for dating is not the most useful way forward.  In the longer term, a 

program to develop a better understanding of the marine reservoir effect as it 

applies in the Arctic is needed.   A clearer understanding of such issues as 

what marine species are local feeders versus those feeding over several ocean 

basins, and variations in reservoir effect between regions and between species 

should greatly improve our ability to interpret dates on marine mammal 

materials.  

 In the short term, dates need to be evaluated on an individual 

basis prior to being used for analyses.  Solid carbon dates can be excluded 

from analysis, as the method has proven unreliable (Taylor 1987; see also 

Morlan 1999).  Many dates published in earlier years are not accompanied by 
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published values for δC13.  It seems reasonable to treat such dates with 

particular caution, as δC13 values which appear anomalous can be very helpful 

in detecting possible marine mammal contamination of such things as wooden 

meat dishes or charred organics.  One also needs to evaluate the context from 

which the radiocarbon sample was derived, and its relation, or lack thereof, to 

the diagnostics or cultural phase putatively being dated.  Absent considerable 

additional corroborating evidence, a date on material from the floor of one 

house does not date diagnostic artifacts found in another house. 

Running more dates per site, including multiple dates per significant 

feature, would produce far more robust information on which to base 

interpretation.  This is by no means a new idea.  Royal Taylor (1987:105) 

pointed out the values of obtaining suites of dates and the idea has been 

reiterated with particular reference to Arctic archaeology by a number of people, 

including Schledermann (1996:4-5), McGhee (2000:184-185,189-190) and Park 

(2000:194-195).   
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CHAPTER 6:  CONCLUSIONS 

 
As I noted at the outset, Nuvuk has always been considered relatively 

unimportant to those attempting to understand the prehistory of the Barrow 

triangle or, indeed, that of the coastal Alaskan North Slope. Previous 

researchers, even those who have conducted excavations there and in some 

cases found early materials (e.g. Carter), have tended to dismiss it as a recent 

site, the primary value of which would be to yield artifacts which would enable a 

quantitative study the parallel and expand on the qualitative material culture 

studies of John Murdoch. However, as should be clear from the foregoing, the 

Nuvuk site is far more important than that. 

 

 

A New Perspective on the Prehistory of the Point Barrow Area 
 
 
Thule 
 

The evidence presented here clearly indicates there was a Western 

Thule occupation at Nuvuk. While it has been intuitively obvious, based on the 

presence of their immediate predecessors, the Birnirk, and their immediate 

successors, as well as on several radiocarbon dates from the Barrow area 

(Morrison 2001), that Western Thule people must have been living in the 

Barrow area, the actual presence of a Western Thule occupation in the Barrow 

vicinity has not previously been definitively confirmed.  Carter mentions Thule 

materials from Birnirk (1966) in his unpublished report, and Stanford has Early 
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Thule materials from Walakpa (1976), which is located a mere 12 miles south of 

Barrow proper.   

Excavations in deeply stratified sites like Utqiaġvik and Nunagiak have 

generally not reach sufficient depth to encounter early Thule materials.  This 

does not imply that they are not present.  Numerous archaeologists have asked 

why there were Birnirk burials at the head of Kugok ravine, when the nearest 

Birnirk site anyone was aware of was several miles away at Birnirk. In fact, the 

Ukkuqsi excavations at the mouth of the ravine, in the mound where Ford 

excavated house A, encountered a Birnirk house floor, through which the little 

girl's grave had been excavated, in the middle of the Utqiaġvik site.  This house 

is only a short distance away, and obviously makes the presence of Birnirk 

burials at Kugok much more understandable.  It also points out that, despite the 

large amount excavation that has taken place at Utqiaġvik over the years, very 

little of it has reached truly sterile ground. 

 

Graves 
 

 The 63 graves excavated to date at the Nuvuk site represent the 

largest Thule cemetery ever excavated in North Alaska; indeed one of the 

largest excavated anywhere. There are actually only two Western Thule graves 

at Point Hope (Larsen and Rainey 1948:170), one of which did not contain any 

human remains.  While there are large samples from several cemeteries in 

Chukotka such as Uelen and Ekven (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a, 2006b), as 

well as from the Tigara or Recent Prehistoric period at Point Hope (Larsen and 
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Rainey 1948), the Thule period itself has been poorly represented. To date, 

only a portion of the Nuvuk cemetery has been excavated, and there is reason 

to think that that portion may represent the earlier part of the overall cemetery, 

as the distribution of graves appears to continue inland along the ridge for some 

distance until they terminate shortly before the recent Christian cemetery at 

Nuvuk. 

As such, Nuvuk provides data that has a bearing on several problems in 

Arctic archaeology. This research has provided an understanding of 

characteristic North Alaskan Thule mortuary practices, including a typical 

structure and orientation of graves, and the typical nature of grave goods.  It 

provides a basis for inter-comparison with the large cemetery assemblages 

from Chukotka with Okvik, Old Bering Sea and Birnirk elements, as well as the 

Tigara burials from Point Hope, the Punuk burials from St. Lawrence Island and 

the Birnirk burials known from the Barrow region. 

Comparisons between these cemeteries indicate a certain underlying 

pattern to the structure of the burials, although variations are present. To some 

degree, the differences in the material used for construction of burials appear to 

be more a function of the raw materials readily available at the cemetery 

location than a matter of cultural imperative. For example, there is much more 

significant use of stone in construction of burials at Ekven and Uelen, 

particularly Uelen (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a, 2006b).  On the North Slope, 

where large rock is nonexistent at coastal sites, the Point Hope and Nuvuk 

cemeteries do not include examples of it used in grave construction.  However, 
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Neoeskimo graves in the Eastern Arctic, where wood is extraordinarily scarce, 

make heavy use of stone in construction of graves. 

If one leaves the question of raw materials aside for the moment, the 

basic plan of the Neoeskimo graves appears to be a six sided container for the 

remains, with material above and below as well as on all four sides. This 

accounts for the references to coffins in the literature; although there is no 

evidence that I am aware of that any of these graves actually contained a box-

like object that could have been moved from the site as a unit. 

The basic container was constructed by laying some flooring material 

(wood, stone), at the bottom of a shallow depression where excavation was 

possible, surrounding it on all four sides with a wall-like frame of wood, 

whalebone or stones. Some form of "bedding" was placed on the flooring 

material, and the individual was laid on that. Some type of cover, usually 

constructed of wood or whalebone, was then placed over the individual, 

although this may have been optional, or it may have been substituted for with 

more perishable materials which are not archaeologically visible. 

This represents an idealized version of the grave structure, which 

appears to have been fully carried out only in some cases. The basic 

construction appears to have been simplified through time. For example, while 

a number of the burials at Uelen and Ekven, and most of the Birnirk burials in 

the Barrow area have some form of flooring, none has been found any of the 

Nuvuk burials, and Larsen and Rainey (1948:1975) did not mention its 

presence.  Covers appear on some of the Nuvuk burials, but vary considerably 
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in their extent. Preservation issues may also influence whether or not a cover is 

detected during excavation. 

There is some indication that the framing becomes less elaborate 

through time, perhaps transitioning from a structure intended to provide 

protection for the remains of the deceased to a more symbolic function. In a 

number of the Nuvuk graves, as well as the Tigara graves, as described by 

Larsen and Rainey, the frame may exist only on one or two sides of the burial. 

There are also some indications that the burials become progressively 

shallower, although measurements from Nuvuk as well as Ekven and Uelen, 

coupled with Larsen and Rainey's descriptions and the fact that many of these 

burials have at least some indication present on the surface, suggest that these 

burials were never particularly deep. The ultimate conclusion of this apparent 

trend toward shallower burials may be the pre-contact and contact era practice 

of surface "burial" in which the deceased was laid to "sleep on the tundra" 

sometimes accompanied by some of their belongings. Although documentary 

evidence for this is lacking, I wonder if occasionally a light frame structure was 

not emplaced around even surface burials. The basis for this speculation is 

activity that has been observed in connection with a fairly recent surface burial 

in the vicinity of the Coffin site, near Walakpa. The individual’s skeletal 

elements had become quite jumbled, and someone returned them to 

approximately anatomical position and made a frame around the skeleton on 

the surface. 
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Demographics 
 

Given the sizable number of burials (n=63) recovered to date, it is clear 

that the cemetery did not result from travelers who by mischance happened to 

expire and be interred in this putative backwater.  They are the result of a 

resident population.   

Ethnographic data on populations at Nuvuk versus those at Utqiaġvik 

indicates that until almost the turn of the 19th century, Nuvuk was actually a 

larger settlement than Utqiaġvik. It appears that the advantages that Nuvuk's 

location had over that of Utqiaġvik were gradually outweighed by the number of 

Euro-American-related institutions which were located in the vicinity of Cape 

Smyth and Utqiaġvik. The hospital, the trading post, the school and the church 

all drew people to them, and Nuvuk's resident population dwindled, eventually 

to nothing. 

 
Grave goods 
 

As can be seen from the detailed grave descriptions in Appendix 1, the 

majority of the Nuvuk graves excavated to date contained no grave goods. Only 

one grave, Nuvuk-01, contained a really extensive amount of grave goods. 

Although at first glance this would seem to be in marked contrast with the 

earlier NeoEskimo groups, such as Okvik, Old Bering Sea and even Punuk, in 

reality those groups also had many burials which incorporated few or no grave 

goods.  Staley and Mason (2004) calculated that only one in five graves at 

Mayughaaq had any grave goods at all, and that only a small minority were 

"richly appointed."   
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Clearly, there were differences between individuals in all of these 

NeoEskimo cultures. However, what the basis for the differences in grave 

structure and grave goods was has not been satisfactorily demonstrated. 

Neither age nor sex appears to explain the distinction, as there are both male 

and female and both adult and child burials which could be considered 

elaborate. The problem is complicated by the relative paucity of "richly 

appointed" burials, which are rare enough to make getting a sufficient sample 

size for robust statistics problematic. 

Another trend, possibly linked to the apparent trend in simplification in 

the overall grave structure, is toward reduction in the amount of grave goods in 

general. Staley and Mason (2004:131) noted that in general, even richly 

appointed Punuk grave's have "modest" amounts of grave goods relative to 

some OBS graves, particularly those in Chukotka.  Based on reports from 

Punuk and Birnirk graves, the trend toward reduction in grave goods appears to 

have continued through Thule, judging by the results from the Nuvuk 

excavations, as well as Larsen and Rainey's Tigara burial excavations 

(1948:175).  Staley and Mason (2004) argue that in fact the relative decrease in 

amounts of grave goods through time may be a result of increasing population 

leading to a decreasing surplus available for removal from daily life through 

inclusion as grave goods.   Further evidence for the continuation of this trend 

may be the ethnographic reports of only including the worst of a person’s 

possessions as grave goods. 
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Burial Rocks 
 

The category of burial rocks has been previously unrecognized as an 

artifact class. This is not surprising, as they are essentially unmodified cobbles. 

In a site where such things are common, or as is the case with Point Hope, 

where the matrix consists of gravel of a grain size not much smaller than that of 

some burial rocks, they simply would not appear remarkable. Indeed, even at 

Nuvuk, where the average grain size of the gravel is considerably smaller than 

the burial rocks, and where such cobbles are very rare indeed, we did not 

actually identify them as anything other than natural until 2006, while 

excavating a burial which contained several dozen of them.  This concentration 

was obviously unnatural, and alerted us to the possibility of their existence. 

Photographs of relatively undisturbed burials from the 2005 season generally 

show the presence of one or more burial rocks, although they were not noted at 

the time. It is quite possible that excavators at other sites have had similar 

experiences. 

Nuvuk is not the only site where such things are been noted however. 

Burial 53 at Ekven (Arutiunov and Sergeev 2006a:31) is reported to have 

contained "sea pebbles" throughout the grave.  Burial 29 at the same site had a 

pebble on the backbone, presumably originally placed on the individual's 

abdomen. A number of the Nuvuk burial rocks have been recovered from 

similar locations within the burials. 
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Ipiutak 
 

Another notable result of the Nuvuk excavations is the identification of an 

Ipiutak level at Nuvuk. This is the first identification of Ipiutak on the Alaskan 

North Slope, and in coastal Alaska north of the Ipiutak type site at Point Hope. 

Calibrated radiocarbon dates run on terrestrial materials from the level have a 

1σ combined range of 330-390 AD, which makes them some of the earliest 

Ipiutak dates known at present, by roughly a century. 

It has been suggested (Maschner pers. comm. 2008) that the fact that 

this is outside the known temporal and geographical range for Ipiutak would 

make it more reasonable to define a new culture based on the find. I do not find 

the argument persuasive, as all of the material recovered fits easily within the 

material from the original type site (Larsen and Rainey 1948).  Given the limited 

number of radiocarbon dates run on Ipiutak material, and the already-

considerable time period during which Ipiutak sites occur, the slight temporal 

extension the Nuvuk dates require is not a great stretch.  

As far as the geographical extension, which is somewhat more 

considerable, I suspect that this is merely an indication that we need to 

excavate sites on the North Alaskan coast to a much deeper level than most 

excavators have previously reached.  From Point Hope south, there are a 

number of rather old beach ridge complexes where there is horizontal 

stratigraphy, rather than vertical.  Thus, Ipiutak has generally been found fairly 

close to the surface.  This is also the case for the inland Ipiutak sites. In fact, 

Nuvuk is the first site where Ipiutak has been recovered in a clear vertical 
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stratigraphic relationship with another culture.  Such beach ridge complexes are 

extremely rare north of Point Hope, with the Point Barrow spit being the only 

one of any size.  If Ipiutak people were occupying sites north of Point Hope, 

there are only a limited number of suitable locations for them to use. Most of 

those also were found to be suitable locations by subsequent inhabitants, who 

tended to build fairly massive semi-subterranean winter houses. Even if the 

excavation required to build such houses did not wind up destroying the far 

more ephemeral Ipiutak structures, they would have resulted in their burial by 

the winter houses themselves or the large deep middens which tend to be 

associated with long-term winter settlements.  Given the very short excavation 

seasons possible on the North Slope, coupled with very deep, permafrosted 

organic-rich sites teeming with delicate organic artifacts, and the realities of 

expedition logistics and funding cycles as they play out in such a remote 

location, very few sites have been excavated to a depth where one would 

expect to encounter Ipiutak, based on what we know of their chronological 

relationship to other cultures.   

It has always seemed somewhat odd that Ipiutak, perhaps the most 

extensive of all Ipiutak sites known, should have been on the extreme northern 

edge of the Ipiutak range, rather than having at least some hinterland extending 

to the north along the coast.  Although Cape Lisburne is not the easiest place to 

get around in a small boat, the known coastal range of the Ipiutak includes 

other difficult boating situations which they were apparently able to overcome. 

In addition, the inland distribution of Ipiutak sites indicates that they were 
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perfectly capable of terrestrial travel in mountainous terrain, so there is no 

reason why they could not have gone overland behind Cape Lisburne to reach 

the coast.  There is no obvious ecological break at Point Hope which would 

explain a lack of extension to the north. 

Furthermore, there are known to be a small number of Norton sites near 

Barrow (Stanford 1976), although their exact location is unfortunately not 

precisely recorded.  There is also a date from a burnt bone horizon from a site 

(XMR-084) on a promontory overlooking Kilusiktok Lake, a few miles inland of 

Walakpa, dated to 1960 +/-40 BP, which gives a calibrated two sigma range of 

Cal BC 40 to Cal AD 120.   (Jensen 2007b:32).  This would be consistent with 

Norton, although unfortunately there were no artifacts associated with the 

horizon in the test unit.  This suggests that the North Slope was within the 

range of the Norton peoples, who are generally believed to be the immediate 

forerunners of the Ipiutak. 

Taking all this into account, I see no reason not to consider this is 

Ipiutak. Undoubtedly, as archaeologists come to an increased understanding of 

Ipiutak, it will wind up being subdivided into various subcultures as people 

attempt to gain a more fine grained understanding of history and process. It 

may well be that at that point, the Nuvuk materials will end up being considered 

the Nuvuk phase of the Ipiutak tradition. However, there simply does not appear 

to be any reason to make such a distinction at this point. 

The Ipiutak level of the site was not extensive enough, nor was it well-

preserved enough to be certain of either site function or season(s) of 



206 
 

occupation. The presence of the sled parts and a paddle, in combination with 

the large grinding slab and multiple types of lithic raw material suggest that this 

was no short-term camping excursion, nor a hunting trip gone badly wrong.  

The location on what would have then been the beach ridge closest to the 

Chukchi Sea suggest that part of what they were doing was exploiting marine 

mammals. The location is similar to that of Ipiutak features which were 

interpreted as seal hunters' campsites at Cape Krusenstern (Giddings and 

Anderson 1986). 

The find of the intact sled parts, the first full-size complete Ipiutak sled 

runners ever recovered, combined with the pole frame, is very interesting. Alix 

(pers. comm. 2008) has recently seen photographs of a model of an Itleman 

sled with very similar runners and pole frame. We are not suggesting any direct 

connection, but a direction for further research is indicated. Certainly the sled 

and the paddle contributes significantly to our understanding of Ipiutak means 

of transportation, which to date has been rather limited. 

 

Occupational history of Nuvuk 
 
Results of this project include an extensive series of C14 dates from the Nuvuk 

site. Although a number of the dates were run on geomorphological samples, 

60 dates on various aspects of human activity at the site of the site (see Figure 

37). 
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Figure 37:  Archaeological Radiocarbon dates from Nuvuk.  All dates were calibrated with 
OxCal 3.1 (Bronk Ramsey 2005), using the intcal04 curve (Reimer et al. 2004). 

 
 

 

Clearly, we have evidence for only one occupational hiatus at Nuvuk, 

postdating the Ipiutak levels. Once the site was re-occupied in Western Thule 

times, there do not appear to have been any additional breaks in use of the site 

until the final abandonment of the village. The dates on the Thule graves exhibit 
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an unbroken sequence beginning after 800 AD and extending up through the 

16th century. The later dates in the burial sequence overlap with the earliest 

dates in the sequence from the PEATLO area. The 2 earliest PEATLO dates, 

from an activity area away from the main graveyard area, indicate that the 

Nuvuk was continuously occupied for at least 500 years.  The latest of the 

PEATLO dates, combined with the artifacts from the whaling activity area, show 

that it was occupied at the time of contact with Yankee whalers, in the latter part 

of the 1800s.  When combined with the ethnographic evidence (Maguire 1988) 

for occupation for several generations prior to the mid-1800s, it is clear that the 

occupational history of Nuvuk was essentially continuous for over a millennium.   

It is quite likely that the cemetery continued in use for the entire period, 

as surface indications of burials continue along the Nuvuk ridge up to grave 

markers from the 1920s.  There are Elders living in Barrow today who were 

born and raised at Nuvuk. 

Certainly, this sequence of dates presents difficulties for the hypothesis 

that there was a complete occupational hiatus in the entire Barrow area of over 

400 years following the Birnirk period, as asserted by Hollinger and others 

(Hollinger et al. 2004, Hollinger et. al n.d.).  Nor is it the only piece of 

archaeological evidence which suggests problems with the Hollinger model. 

There are other published dates from the area (Zimmerman et. al. 2000, Jensen 

2007a, 2009) which fell in the middle of the proposed 400 year gap. In addition, 

profiles and stratigraphic descriptions from Birnirk, Utqiaġvik and Walakpa show 

no evidence of long occupational hiatuses, certainly not one which was area-
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wide. While it is true that individual house mounds occasionally fell out of use 

for period of time, as was the case with the Ukkuqsi mound, it does not appear 

that entire sites were ever abandoned, and most suitable house sites were 

reused.  While craniometrical data may suggest some virtue to such a model, 

although many geneticists would find fault with its assumption of high heritability 

of cranial morphological features, as opposed to something like dentition, it 

certainly flies in the face of the preponderance of archaeological evidence, and 

raises linguistic issues as well. Whatever one may choose to believe about the 

biological affiliations of Birnirk peoples, a question which it is hoped will be 

clarified by a project which Dennis O’Rourke and Geoff Hayes have underway, 

the notion of the 400 year occupational hiatus in the Barrow area should be 

abandoned forthwith. 

 

 

Implications for Understanding the Thule Expansion 
 

  

There are two major implications with regards to Thule expansion in later 

development to be drawn from the results presented here, including the 

radiocarbon dates. The number of graves encountered and the dates indicate 

that Point Barrow specifically and the North Alaskan whaling area in general 

were not backwaters in the development and spread of Thule culture.   They 

also indicate an essentially continuous occupation of the Nuvuk site, and by 

extension of the Barrow area. 
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 As can be seen from Figure 38, calibrated dates from the Nuvuk 

cemetery show an overlap with both Punuk and Birnirk dates from the Western 

Arctic, and clearly precede and overlap with dates from Ruin Island and Early 

Thule sites from the Eastern Arctic.  The Canadian dates chosen for 

comparison are restricted to dates run on antler, local short-lived plants, or 

introduced wood, and are among the most acceptable currently published for 

those cultural phases (McGhee 2000).   
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Figure 38:  NeoEskimo C14 dates.  All dates were calibrated with OxCal 3.1 (Bronk Ramsey 

2005), using the intcal04 curve (Reimer et al. 2004). 
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Although the number of diagnostic artifacts was not large, they showed 

strong affinities with the slightly later Early Thule and Ruin Island materials 

found in sites to the east, including Nelson Island, Brooman Point, Eskimobyen, 

and Naujan, among others.  Other sites in the Barrow area, notably including 

Walakpa (Stanford 1976) contain similar artifacts, indicating that there was a 

Western Thule population in this area.  They also bear a strong resemblance to 

materials identified as Western Thule at Point Hope by Larsen and Rainey 

(1948).  Two Western Thule houses at Deering have produced a series of dates 

that fit well with the dates from the Nuvuk cemetery (Bowers 2006).  While it is 

true that one can also find similar artifacts in Punuk sites, for example on St. 

Lawrence Island (Collins 1937), I am unable to find a definitely Punuk site 

which does not contain some artifacts with a Punuk style of decoration.  Indeed, 

that is generally how one determines that one has a Punuk site. 

 This is not to say that the Nuvuk materials do not have a relation 

to Punuk.  Frederica deLaguna was almost certainly correct in her assertion 

(1947:8) concerning the interrelationships between Punuk, Birnirk, and Thule.  

However, the fact that the similarities exist between the Nuvuk materials, and 

for that matter Ruin Island materials, and materials classified as Punuk does 

not make it reasonable or useful to apply the designation Punuk to every site 

where one finds an open-socket, waisted harpoon head.  Taxonomic 

convention generally gives priority to the first published name assigned to an 

entity.  Thule was identified in a publication (Mathiassen 1927) prior to Collins’ 

identification and publication (1937) of Punuk, which would suggest that Thule 
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is the proper designation for materials that fit Mathiassen’s classification.  To 

apply the term Punuk to a range of materials broad enough to include not only 

those which fall under that classification as originally described by Collins 

(1937), but also to those which a majority of archaeologists would most likely 

identify as early Thule or Ruin Island, is to stretch the term so far that it 

becomes meaningless.  One is left with a situation in which Punuk sites occur 

from Siberia to Nuulliit in Greenland, which is clearly unsatisfactory. While the 

degree to which one chooses to be a lumper or a splitter may vary depending 

on the question one is attempting to answer at a given time, I would argue that 

we already have a broader classification which subsumes both Punuk and 

Thule, namely NeoEskimo41, and that it is not necessary to stretch Punuk to this 

extent. 

Current thinking on the origins of Thule is clearly unified in the position 

that it arose someplace within what is now Alaska. However, there are two 

schools of thought as to exactly where and how. One group sees Thule as 

arising somewhere in the whaling areas of North Alaska and spreading to the 

east along the Beaufort Sea coast and through the Canadian Archipelago.  This 

is based on a not-unreasonable assumption that as they arrived in the Eastern 

Arctic already focused on whaling, they presumably were whaling before they 

left, since the intervening territory is not particularly suited for such activity and 

seems an unlikely place to develop a whaling-focused culture.  This idea was 

                                                 
41 The Russian designation Punuk-Thule might also be such a classification. 
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supported by the obvious similarities between Birnirk and early Thule, and in 

publications by Ford (1959) and Larsen and Rainey (1948). 

More recently, an alternative source within Alaska has been proposed for 

the Thule migration. The obvious similarities in morphology between Sicco 

harpoon heads from Ruin Island, and the Punuk III(a)x harpoon heads lead 

people to look at St. Lawrence Island or perhaps an affiliated mainland coastal 

population as a possible source for the Thule migration.  Ethnographic 

information regarding travel routes and trade connections between the Seward 

Peninsula/Kotzebue Sound areas and the Beaufort Sea coast east of the 

Colville River led to the suggestion that these people traveled up the Noatak 

River from Kotzebue Sound, crossed the divide in the Brooks Range and 

traveled down the Colville River to the Beaufort Sea coast, and then traveled 

eastward along that coast. 

There is archaeological evidence to support both views, and there has 

been no clear-cut evidence which has been helpful in settling this dispute. 

Although the results from Nuvuk are by no means definitive, they do offer some 

strong evidence in support of the North Alaskan origin of the Thule migration. 

Based on dates and artifactual similarities, the Nuvuk materials suggest 

the possibility that the proximate antecedents of Ruin Island and/or early Thule 

may derive from somewhere on the Alaskan coast of the Chukchi Sea, possibly 

in North Alaska.  In general, this coast has less benthic biomass than does 

Bering Strait and the Siberian coast, and thus groups here might be expected to 

be more prone to demographic pressures than groups from the Bering Strait 
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hotspots.  One might argue that people who are doing well where they are 

would derive less advantage from making the long trek to the Eastern Arctic, 

particularly when it involved extended periods moving through conditions with 

which they would have been less familiar, compared to people who were under 

more stress and were more familiar with the traveling and hunting conditions. 

It is also the case that under pre-mechanized conditions, whaling had to 

be carried out within a reasonable distance of a permanent settlement. There 

were only a limited number of suitable place for whaling settlements in North 

Alaska. Essentially, what was required was a point which both brought the 

residences closer to the path of the whale migration, and also tended to create 

ice conditions suitable for hunting whales from the ice at the lead with some 

degree of safety. The number of crews who could operate from a given 

community was not infinitely expandable, as each crew requires their own area 

of the ice edge to work from. Whaling captains tend to develop preferences for 

particular areas, and return them every year. Younger men trying to start their 

own crews are left with sites that the senior captains have not already been 

using, and one cannot simply keep expanding the number of crews indefinitely. 

Eventually, the distance to be traveled will become too great, and a site will be 

too far from the point to gain the beneficial effects of topography. Plus, it would 

seem that the successful whaling community with a growing population could 

eventually run into a problem with expansion. Ambitious young men wishing to 

establish themselves as whaling captains would have no way to do so.  One 

obvious solution would be to find an unoccupied area to use.   
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It appears that North Alaska was actually quite full of people along the 

coast. Point Hope and its satellite communities and Nuvuk/Utqiaġvik and their 

satellite communities appear to have become dominant, with Icy Cape and 

Pingusugruk on Point Franklin apparently being sizable secondary whaling 

communities. Eventually, the latter two ceased to function as whaling 

communities, perhaps in part due to warfare which they do not appear to have 

been particularly successful at (Sheehan 1997). 

It has recently been suggested that the motivation for the movement of 

NeoEskimo people to the Eastern Arctic was primarily a wish to gain access to 

the sources of iron available in the Thule district (McGhee 2004).  I would 

suggest that, under that scenario, the Alaskan Chukchi Sea coast might be a 

more likely origin of that movement.  Punuk peoples clearly had relatively good 

access to iron, and almost certainly were serving as middlemen between 

Siberia and Alaska, controlling this trade from their strategic location in the 

middle of Bering Strait.  On the other hand, people in North Alaska had very 

little iron.  They would have more to gain from cutting out the middleman, even 

if that involved a lengthy and arduous trip to the Eastern Arctic.  There are a 

number of examples of this dynamic in North America involving the fur trade 

with Europeans (e.g. Heidenreich 1971; Ray 1974, 1978). 
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Directions for Future Research 
 
 

As is often the case with interesting research, the results of the study 

have not only shed light on a few important questions; they have also 

illuminated some dark corners and revealed areas where additional 

investigation should be profitable. In some cases, research is already underway 

in connection with the Nuvuk Archaeology Project.  This project has been quite 

successful in developing partnerships with other researchers who have been 

able to obtain funding to pursue their own related research, making use of 

some of the data recovered by the Nuvuk Archaeology Project. 

 

Thule Origins 
 

In one sense, the Nuvuk Archaeology Project already constitutes an 

investigation into Thule origins.  However, it was not designed for this purpose, 

and is not necessarily the most efficient way to approach the topic. A number of 

researchers have been discussing this issue for the last several years. The 

general consensus, one which I have strongly advocated based on many years 

of excavation experience at North Alaskan frozen sites, is that the only 

reasonable approach to settling the question of where and when in Alaska the 

Thule set forth on their migration is to obtain a considerable amount of dated, 

diagnostic, material from his widest possible selection of stratified sites. 

Reliance on cross dating of diagnostic materials, which has been 

common in the Arctic due to the difficulties and expense of obtaining 
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radiocarbon dates that are meaningful, has unfortunately led us into some 

confusing situations. Direct dating of diagnostic artifacts which were believed to 

have been good chronological markers over a wide area, with their assumed 

dates being tied to the northwest Alaska tree ring chronology, have 

demonstrated that some of these types were in use for far longer periods of 

time than had previously been believed, making them unsuitable for "index 

fossils" and that others apparently occur at different times in different regions of 

Alaska. 

Since in some cases cultural affiliations of a site have been determined 

based on, at least in part, the presumed chronological position of certain artifact 

types, this situation now means that a number of sites may not in fact be 

representative of or even belong to the culture to which they are commonly 

attributed. Until the situation has been rectified, it is essentially impossible to 

talk about who may have come from where or at what time they may have done 

so. 

It is very encouraging that a number of stratified sites have been 

excavated recently and more are being excavated currently or in the near 

future. Work is funded for Cape Espenberg, Cape Krusenstern, Nuvuk and 

Birnirk.  There have been recent excavations at Uivvaq, although they did not 

reach sterile soil before the end of the project.  Other excellent possibilities 

include more work at Birnirk, work at Icy Cape, and work at Nunagiak.  Ideally, 

excavation would focus on areas with considerable lateral exposure, for 

example erosion faces, in order to facilitate determining depth of deposit and to 
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accelerate the thaw of the frozen site.  The biggest problem with reaching 

sterile in Arctic sites is simply the short field season coupled with the 

extraordinary logistic costs and the tendency of funding agencies to prefer two 

to three-year funding cycles rather than the four to five years which are 

probably necessary to complete excavation to sterile of most deeply stratified 

frozen sites. Coring has been suggested as a way to get around this problem.  

However, unless one uses extremely large coring devices, the cost and 

logistics of which would probably be prohibitive, and the weight of which one 

might not wish to have on an archaeological site to begin with, coring is unlikely 

to retrieve diagnostic artifacts, something which would be useful to assist in 

interpreting the already excavated sites in an area. It also will reveal little or 

nothing about site structure or function, or the nature of structures within a site, 

which can be equally as diagnostic as a harpoon head. 

Discussions have been held concerning the idea of working at several 

sites meeting these criteria and attempting to focus on taking down a section to 

sterile in each of them, collecting comparable data. Whether this takes place as 

one mega-project, or as part of several smaller, site-specific projects, as 

appears to be an emerging possibility, it is hoped that this will advance our 

understanding of the geographical and chronological interrelationships between 

the various cultures in Alaska in the period prior to the Thule migration, which 

will then, it is hoped, shed light on the origins of, and perhaps the reason for, 

said migration. 
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ADNA work 
 

A more immediate outcome of the work reported here is an ongoing 

study of ancient DNA at Nuvuk. With the permission and support of the Barrow 

elders and the Barrow community, aDNA samples have been collected from 

nearly all of the burials which have been excavated at Nuvuk since 2005. 

Dennis O'Rourke has had an SGER to attempt aDNA extraction from these 

burials, and the extractions have all been successful. This was somewhat of a 

surprise, as Nuvuk is not a permanently frozen site at the level of the Thule 

burials and there was a question about the preservation of the DNA.  O'Rourke 

now has a IPY grant in cooperation with Geoff Hayes to study not only aDNA 

from across the North Slope, making use not only the Nuvuk material but also, 

with community permission, of museum collections derived from the North 

Slope, and also of modern DNA collected from residents of the seven North 

Slope villages. 

The Nuvuk samples are very important, as there is no aDNA evidence at 

all from Iñupiat populations in Alaska or their immediate precursors. There is 

good aDNA data from the Aleutians, from Chukotka, and from Eastern Arctic 

Inuit populations, but north and northwest Alaska are simply blank spots on the 

map. The surrounding populations look quite different from each other, and it is 

of considerable interest to see what things look like in this area. 

Calculations have been done based on the aDNA and modern DNA from 

Eastern Arctic populations which indicate that a very small group of people 

could have carried out the Thule migration and given rise to the Inuit population 
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at time of contact, at least from a genetic point of view.  This certainly accords 

with the lack of archaeological evidence for the actual migration, as the required 

group is so small that it might be simply archaeologically invisible. 

 

North Alaskan wood use 
 

Another more immediate outcome of the work reported here is a study in 

North Alaska would use which Claire Alix is carrying out.  Alix has been 

involved with wood at Nuvuk since 2001. Her original interest was in the 

varieties of driftwood available aboriginally, and what types of wood were 

introduced through trade with the Euro-Americans, as well as woodworking 

techniques and technology. In this regard, the material from PEATLO was 

particularly interesting, as it is clear that the wood working there was done with 

metal tools. Determining whether or not people were using metal, and if so how 

they were using it, from tool marks and woodworking debris alone is quite 

challenging. However, as ferrous metal preserved so poorly, and since metal 

tools were highly curated and were probably generally removed from sites when 

the occupants left, this is often the only way to determine whether or not the 

occupants of the site had access to metal.  The PEATLO assemblage was 

particularly interesting to Alix because not only were a large very large amount 

of extremely well-preserved woodworking debris recovered; they were 

accompanied by many of the actual tools which were used to do the 

woodworking.  In essence, it is almost like an experimental archaeology site 

where the actual activity was done by the people whom one wishes to study 
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rather than the archaeologist. This is obviously a very useful collection and Alix 

feels that it will be important for woodworking studies for years to come. 

In 2008, the extremely extensive driftwood feature Ipiutak wood 

assemblage was recovered. Alix has previously worked with Ipiutak wood from 

Deering and elsewhere, and is now engaged in studying the Nuvuk material as 

well.  The sled runners are very interesting wooden artifacts, offering 

possibilities not only for the study of the technology but also for tree ring dating, 

and possibly for determining the original source of the wood through matching 

rings with a local chronology. 

 

North Alaskan Ipiutak 

 
The discovery of Ipiutak at Nuvuk has one immediate implication. 

Excavations of possibly stratified sites on the North Slope need to go far deeper 

than had previously been anticipated. This suggests that a good 

geomorphological evaluation prior to a proposed excavation, in order to 

determine a depth of excavation necessary and permit proper logistical 

planning, is highly desirable, and should be sought if at all possible within the 

constraints of the funding system. It also implies that excavations at frozen sites 

will need to extend over a 4 to 5 year time period in some cases, in order to 

reach the bottom of the cultural stratigraphy. This obviously will require some 

reconsideration of current methods of proceeding. 
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Obviously, the geographical expansion of the Ipiutak range makes a 

reevaluation of Ipiutak settlement and subsistence an important goal. Certainly, 

the fact that they were able to operate in North Alaska as well as in areas to the 

south has implications for their capabilities and subsistence practices, as well 

as quite possibly for their social organization and interactions with other 

cultures. 

Intriguing similarities between Ipiutak and Birnirk lithic technology have 

been noted by a number of researchers. The presence of Ipiutak in what may, 

based on frequencies of diagnostic artifacts, or may not be the heartland of the 

Birnirk culture is certainly worthy of note. The currently available radiocarbon 

dates do not suggest chronological overlap here in Barrow, but there are a 

number of so-called Ipiutak-like sites on the Arctic coastal plain with dates 

which are more contemporaneous with Birnirk. In other parts of the range, the 

two cultures were clearly contemporaneous, and in some form of contact. 
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APPENDIX 1: EXCAVATED BURIALS FROM NUVUK 
 

The first few burials excavated at Nuvuk were not examined by a 

physical anthropologist. The Barrow elders did not wish to remains to be sent 

out of town for analysis, and no funds were available to bring a physical 

anthropologist to Barrow. I examined the remains prior to their reburial in the 

cemetery and attempted to determine age and sex using standard reference 

works including Bass (1995) and White (2000). Shawn Miller, a graduate 

student in physical anthropology at the University of Utah, has examined all the 

skeletal material excavated at Nuvuk from 2005 to the present, and has 

recorded detailed skeletal inventories for each individual. Where possible, he 

has estimated age at death, and has determined sex of the individual where 

diagnostic features are present and preserved.  These studies form the basis of 

Miller's master's thesis (in preparation). I Therefore, I will not be including 

extensive skeletal descriptions, or copies of the inventories, as part of this 

dissertation, as the material will be presented elsewhere by Miller. However, I 

will report the age and sex (where determinable) as identified by Miller, as well 

as any other remarkable features of the skeletal material he noted, as part of 

the burial description. 

The initial excavations were very definitely salvage archaeology, often 

taking place after the burial had slumped or begun to slump down the eroding 

bluff face. Due to the situation, and the lack of any established control points at 

Nuvuk, only GPS locations of the various burial loci were recorded. Since these 
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graves were disturbed in one fashion or another, measured drawings were not 

made, as the trade-off between the time required and the data recovered made 

such use of field time unwise.  Photography was used for documentation. 

Basic mapping of Nuvuk took place in 2001, and permanent control 

points were set thereafter. It was possible to record locational information for 

burials at that time. However, in 2004 and much of 2005, the burials which were 

being recovered were still eroding down the bluff, rather than being excavated 

in a more normal fashion. Delays, and even such minor pressure on the surface 

as would be applied by use of a stadia rod for mapping, tended to lead to bluff 

collapses which risked loss of all or part of the individual and any associated 

grave goods. Therefore, in most cases, detailed mapping of the burial was not 

carried out, although the location of the burial was recorded electronically after 

excavation was completed. Photography was used for documentation. 

By 2006, the project had gotten ahead of erosion to the point that burials 

were no longer being excavated on the edge of a crumbling bluff, while in 

imminent danger of collapse.  At that point, we were able to conduct more 

detailed mapping of the contents of a burial. This process continue to be refined 

during 2006, with the result that maps from later in that year as well as the two 

subsequent years are far more detailed. 

At the request of the Barrow community, no photographs of human 

remains are included in this document, as it is relatively easy to copy images 

from PDF files.  Their past experiences with such photographs becoming 

publically available have not been positive. 
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Nuvuk-01 
This was the grave of an adult male, probably less than 50 years of age.  

It was excavated in 1998 by the author and volunteer Jenny Asiangatuq 

Brower.  The grave was discovered beginning to slump down the eroding bluff, 

with the top of the grave gone and the cranium exposed and beginning to 

slump.  Due to the circumstances of discovery, measurements of the intact 

grave were not possible. 

The individual was skeletonized, with the cranium and long bones 

relatively well preserved.  The small bones of the hands and feet were in a poor 

state of preservation, and the torso was quite decayed.  The pelvis was 

sufficiently preserved to determine that the individual was male, and the length 

and (where preserved) epiphyseal fusion states indicated that he was an 

adult42.  He appeared to have been laid on his back, with knees slightly bent, 

and placed in a shallow pit.   He was associated with fragments of an animal 

hide, too decayed to determine if it had been sewn into garments, or merely 

placed under or around him.  There were indications of decayed wood at the pit 

margins beside the individual and beneath his feet.  The fragments of decayed 

wood slumping down the bluff, which had led to the initial discovery of the 

grave, suggest that wood may have been present at the head of the grave as 

well. 

The individual had grave goods, including six harpoon heads, at his feet.  

The harpoon heads include two of the Sicco type, one of which had 2 vestigial 

                                                 
42 A number of physical anthropologists were contacted, but none of them were available to travel to Barrow 
to examine the remains, and the community did not wish to have them sent out, nor did they wish to delay 
reburial unduly.  The examination of the remains was thus left to the author. 
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barbs, and vestigial side blade slots.  The decoration on the harpoon heads 

from Nuvuk is relatively simple, similar to that seen on the harpoon heads 

illustrated by Stanford, and to some shown by Ford (Ford 1959:85:Figure 

38b,c).  It is Sicco harpoon heads with this style of decoration that have been 

considered an "index fossil" for Early Thule.  The other four harpoon heads are 

all thin forms with open sockets, with lashing slots, single side spurs, and blade 

slots parallel to round line holes.  One of them has vestigial side blade slots.   

 Other artifacts (Table 6) included additional hunting gear, 

including: bola weights, a seal scratcher, bird dart side prongs, a foreshaft, a 

socket piece, a float inflation nozzle, a wound plug and a possible wound pin).  

There were also some manufacturing or maintenance associated items:  a 

flaker or scraper handle, a beaver tooth graver and one half of a composite 

knife handle.  A probable bag handle and an ivory owl toggle or fastener were 

also present. 

Table 6:  Artifacts from Burial Nuvuk-01 
 

Artifact Description Raw 
material 

# 

Harpoon head Sicco Antler 2
Harpoon head Thule 3 Antler 4
Fastener/toggle? Owl effigy Ivory 1
Preform, harpoon 
head 

Whaling? Ivory 1

Wound plug  Ivory 1
Handle, composite 
knife 

½, beveled butt, slot for alignment 
spline 

Ivory 1

Graver Beaver tooth  1
Side prongs, bird 
dart 

Ford Class A Antler 2

Foreshaft Line slot Ivory 1
Socket piece Tapered butt, drilled hole for securing to Bone 1
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Artifact Description Raw 
material 

# 

shaft (dense) 
Seal scratcher Paired holes for rattle attachment, hole 

at base of handle, 5 “claws” 
Wood 1

Handle, scraper or 
flaker 

 Wood 1

Handle, bag?  Bone 1
Marlin spike Crude Ivory 1
Inflation nozzle  Ivory 1
Wound pin? Elaborately carved head, resembles 

Eastern Arctic “ornamental bodkins” 
Ivory 1

Bola weight  Ivory 1
Bola handle/weight Elongated Ivory 2
Bola weight Walrus tooth with drilled hole, found 

with other bola weights 
Ivory 2

Bola handle/weight Elongated Bone 3
Bola weight? Tablet-like with beveled edges and 

drilled hole, found with other bola 
weights 

Mammoth 
ivory 

1

Bola weight Rib segments, rounded off by beveling Bone 13
Bola weight Rib slabs, unrounded Bone 3
 
 

 In 2003, Owen Mason was kind enough to date one of the non-

Sicco antler harpoon heads from the Nuvuk-01 burial in connection with 

analysis of materials from the Uivvaq site. The sample (Beta-180329) yielded 

an AMS determination with a conventional C14 date of 1110±40 BP43, with a 

calibrated44 C14 two sigma range of 810AD -1020AD.  

 

Nuvuk-02 
This was the grave of a female, approximately 15±3 years of age.  It was 

excavated on the edge of a bluff during a violent storm, with the RACON tower 

                                                 
43 The measured dC13 for the sample was -18.8. 
44 Using OxCal 3.1 (Bronk Ramsey 2005). 
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threatening to fall toward and perhaps on the excavators.  The bluff partially 

collapsed under the cranium during the excavation.  No measurements of the 

intact grave were recorded.  No grave goods were present. 

 

Nuvuk-Pole #1 
This was the grave of an adult female, probably less than 50 years of 

age.  It was discovered in a disturbed condition due to vehicular traffic 

inspecting the newly installed beacon pole at Nuvuk.  No measurements of the 

intact grave were possible.  No grave goods were present. 

 

Nuvuk Locus 6  
A minimum of two individuals were represented at this locus. The 

skeletal elements recovered were consistent with adults, and the orbital 

margins on one cranial fragment suggested that the individual might have been 

a male.  Although a number of artifacts were recovered from this location, none 

could be associated with the burial, and in fact the relative states of 

preservation suggested that they were all from an overlying activity area. 

 

 
Nuvuk Locus 9  

One individual, probably male, was recovered at this location. The only 

elements recovered were an innominate, a tibia, and a femur.  

The femur was notable in that it had been broken mid-shaft and healed 

at a rather dramatic angle. A loose piece of bone was trapped within the 
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callous, which was still movable. It was not possible to determine if this was a 

fragment of the femur, or a weapon fragment. Dr. Greg Black, DVM, who was 

the veterinarian at the North Slope Borough Veterinary Clinic at the time, was 

kind enough to x-ray the femur, but this did not resolve the question, as there 

was not sufficient difference in the radioopacity of the femur and the loose 

fragment to distinguish its outlines.  However the break happened, it requires 

considerable force to break the femur, and the individual was extremely lucky to 

have survived the event without a fatal tear of the femoral artery.  The femur 

was quite robust, showed no signs of bone resorption, and certainly appeared 

to have been used in weight-bearing activities. The individual must have 

ambulated with a severe limp, but obviously was capable of managing daily 

activities. 

 

2004 burial 
 

This burial was reported to be eroding out of the bluff.  It was excavated 

on July 13, 2004, by the author with the assistance of Dora Nelson, a teacher 

from North Carolina, and three of her students who were on a field trip to 

Barrow.   

The burial was covered with intact sod, which was excavated away.  

However, as the level of the human remains was reached, several fresh intact 

small plants were encountered, roots up, comingled with the bones.  It was 

clear that the burial had been discovered by someone digging at the bluff 
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edge45, who had abandoned their excavations and put the remains back where 

they found them.  No grave goods were found, although whether that was due 

to their removal or whether there had never been any is unknown.  It was not 

possible to obtain measurements of the intact grave, nor was it possible to 

determine the original attitude of interment.  No datable material was recovered. 

 

05A3 (Transit ID: SURFA-2) 
 

This grave was discovered at the beginning of the 2005 field season 

falling down the bluff edge, with wood scattered down the slump and a hide 

hanging out of the erosion face.  Initial efforts consisted of going through the 

slump to recover any possible skeletal elements or artifacts that may already 

have fallen out of the grave.   When the remainder of burial was excavated, 

once the surface gravels had been cleared back, it was necessary for the 

excavators to work perched on the slump, rather than attempting to excavate 

from above as would normally have been done, as the bluff was so unstable 

that their weight would have resulted in complete collapse. 

This grave had a piece of wood on the east side, and one on the south 

side (see Figure 39). The log on the east appeared to have snapped off at the 

erosion face. There was no wood present on the west when we discovered the 

burial, but a considerable amount of wood was found in the slump so it is 

possible that this burial had a complete frame. Once exposed, what was 

                                                 
45 Subsistence diggers in North Slope sites often make use of erosion exposures, and dig in from the side.  
This often has the effect of leaving overlying stratigraphy intact, if there is sufficient vegetation to hold the 
matrix together. 
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revealed was a bundle of polar bear and caribou fur.  This bundle had to be 

supported by a dustpan atop the slump to avoid collapsed during excavation. 

Due to the instability of the bluff and the delicate nature of the bundle, it 

was decided to remove this en bloc, and return it to the lab for excavation at 

later date.   

 

Figure 39: Bundle burial 05A3. Note dustpan supporting bundle. View northeast. 
 
 

Cursory examination of the bundle in the field had revealed the 

possibility that there was stitching present in the hides. Two local residents who 

are experts in skin sewing and interested in archaeology, Jana Harcharek and 

Fanny Akpik, were kind enough to visit the lab while the bundle was being 
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opened.  Unfortunately, preservation conditions at Nuvuk are such that hide 

and sinew do not preserve well at all, so that all that remained was the fur.  The 

bundle appeared to have been composed of caribou hide wrapped around the 

individual, and covered with polar bear hide. Due to the disappearance of the 

skin part of the hides, we were unable to determine whether the hair had been 

inside or outside, although our impression was that the fur had been inside, at 

least on the inner wrapping. 

When unwrapping began, a worked piece of wood was found in the edge 

of the bundle inside the first layer of fur, apparently sheared off with the edge of 

the fur when the bluff collapsed (see Figure 40).  What remained resembled the 

tip of a paddle blade, but also could have been a bucket bottom. A small 

fragment of baleen was immediately adjacent to the wood, which suggests that 

indeed this was a collapsed baleen bucket. 
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Figure 40: Bundle burial 05 A3 in the lab. Note wood and baleen in the upper right corner. 
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Figure 41: Bundle burial 05A3 partially unwrapped. Inner bundle on left. 
 

 

Once the inner bundle was exposed, it was clear that ghosts of stitching 

were present. Unfortunately, the sinew had disappeared completely, so it was 

not possible to manipulate the object to see what it might have originally looked 

like, nor was it possible for the skin sewing experts to be sure what type of 

stitches had been used. Their opinion was that the stitching looked like a 

standard stitch used for non-waterproof garments. 
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Figure 42: Stitching detail from bundle burial 05A3. 
 

 

Figure 43: Stitching on bundle burial 05A3. 
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 Once the inner bundle had been unwrapped, the remains of an infant 

approximately 1-1.5 years of age were revealed. Not surprisingly, a few cranial 

fragments, the vertebral column and a few ribs were the only skeletal elements 

preserved. 

 

05A4 
This grave was discovered at the beginning of the 2005 field season 

exposed in the erosion face.  The only skeletal element recovered was a femur 

found in the slump. The location was not recorded with the theodolite, as none 

of the grave was found in situ. 

 

05A6 
This grave was discovered at the beginning of the 2005 field season 

exposed in the erosion face.  Most of the skeleton of an adult female, including 

the cranium, was recovered.  Excavation of the grave was completed as a 

salvage operation on the evening of July 13, due to concerns about rising 

waves possibly removing it. It was noted that the remains were somewhat 

scattered, and the positioning was "somewhat strange." The location was not 

recorded with the theodolite. 

 

05A9 (Transit ID: SURFA-9) 
This grave was located some distance away from the bluff along a 

vehicle trail. It was discovered because it had been run over by a vehicle and 
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split open.  A fairly complete, although not particularly well preserved, adult 

male skeleton was recovered. The cranium and mandible were missing. 

The grave had logs on the east and west sides.  It was not possible to 

tell if there had been logs on the north and south ends, due to the damage from 

the vehicle. On excavation, the individual was lying on the left side, head 

toward the ocean, with indications of caribou hide at the back. It appeared to us 

that the individual had originally been laid on the back on top of the hide, and 

had rotated to the east, winding up on the side.  We were unable to determine if 

this rotation had taken place due to a natural process such as permafrost 

heaving or solifluction, or if it was a result of the transection of the grave by the 

vehicle. 

One C14 date, Beta-216957 (860±40), was run on caribou fur from this 

grave. It calibrates to 1040AD-1100AD (17.0%) and 1110AD-1270AD (78.4%). 

 

05A11 
 

This grave was discovered at the beginning of the 2005 field season 

exposed in the erosion face.  The lower part of the skeleton was recovered from 

the slump, as were some sizable chunks of associated wood.  No age or sex 

determination was possible.  Some vertebrae were also recovered from the 

slump after wave action caused some shifting of the gravel. The location was 

not recorded with the transit, as none of the grave was found in situ. 
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05A41 (Transit ID: SURFB-34) 
 

This grave was discovered at the beginning of the 2005 field season 

exposed in the erosion face. During the first day in the field, after the location 

had been noted, the bluff collapsed further and the cranium and mandible fell to 

the beach, where they were recovered. Initial efforts consisted of going through 

the slump to recover any possible artifacts that might already have fallen out of 

the grave.  The remains were those of an adult, although the physical 

anthropologist was unable to make a definite sex determination. 

When the remainder of the burial was excavated, it was necessary for 

the excavators to work perched on the slump, rather than attempting to 

excavate from above, as the bluff was so unstable that their weight would have 

resulted in complete collapse. 

 

05E48 
 

This grave contained a fairly complete skeleton of an adult female 

individual, although the mandible was missing. This burial was excavated on 

the final day of the field season.  No frame was evident, although a few pieces 

of wood which appeared to be in approximately the same preservation state as 

most of the frame wood found at Nuvuk were located during excavation of the 

burial. 
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The individual had been interred on lying on the back, with knees bent 

and arms bent; hands resting on the chest. The head was oriented toward the 

ocean. 

 
05G12/13 

This was the grave of a juvenile individual, approximately 5-9 years of 

age. 

This burial had three pieces of whalebone mandible across the south 

end.  It was covered with a massive plank cut from a single cottonwood trunk 

near the roots (see Figure 44). 

 

Figure 44: Burial 05G 12/13. View Northeast. 
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After the cover was removed a juvenile individual was revealed, lying on 

caribou fur, presumably a decayed caribou hide, which lay on top of polar bear 

fur, probably also originally a hide.  The polar bear fur appeared to rest on 

moss, which the field notes state was possibly held down with stones. We had 

not yet noticed the phenomenon of burial rocks, so it is possible that in fact 

these stones are actually burial rocks. Unfortunately there is no picture of the 

stones in situ. The cranium had been completely crushed. The individual was 

on the back with knees bent, and arms bent with the hands on the chest. The 

head was oriented toward the ocean. 

A small fragment of what appear to be an arrow shaft was on the hide 

with the individual. Also recovered from this grave, although from a level above 

the cover, was a worked caribou long bone shaft, cut at both ends.  The exterior 

was covered with cut marks in a spiral pattern, presumably to help lashing grip. 

It had split, and had apparently been mended, as there were three pairs of 

lashing slots along the crack.  It appeared to be some type of socket piece or 

ferrule, although it would have been too small for use on a harpoon shaft. 

They are listed in  below. 
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Table 7:  Radiocarbon Dates from Burial G12/13. 
 
Date ID Conventional  

C14 date 
Calibrated C14 date-2σ   
(probability) 

Structure/ 
feature ID 

Item 
dated 

Raw 
material 

δ 
C13 

Date type 
* = marine 
curve 

 
Beta-
216960 850±50 

1040AD- 1270AD 
(95.4%) G12/13 Head log wood 

-
24.0 AMS 

Beta-
216961 1240±50 

1260AD-1430AD 
(95.4%) G12/13 Sample #1 

 
Ursus 
maritimus 
fur 

-
14.8 AMS* 

Beta-
216962 970±50 980AD-1190AD (95.4%) G12/13 Sample #2 

 
Rangifer 
tarandus 
hair/hide 

-
20.8 AMS 

Beta-
216963 840±50 

1040AD-1100 AD. 
(12.9%) 
1110AD-1280AD 
(82.5%) G12/13 Sample #3 hair  

-
21.6 AMS 

 

 

05B139 
This burial was excavated on a Saturday evening. Unfortunately, the 

theodolite battery died, and it was not possible to point provenience most of the 

artifacts. Due to the amount of traffic on the spit during the weekends, it was not 

thought advisable to delay excavation until Monday when a new battery would 

have been available. 

This was the grave of a sub-adult individual, 15-19 years old.  No sex 

determination was possible.  This grave had a heavily constructed wood frame, 

with logs on all four sides, and a large piece of wood from the base of a trunk at 

the north end. Despite the rather massive protection, the individual had been 

disturbed at about waist level. The lower limbs were intact, and indicated the 

individual had been interred with knees bent, probably on the back. The head 

was oriented toward the ocean.  There was evidence of caribou fur, which at 

the time was interpreted as a possible garment. 
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Artifacts recovered from within the grave included: bola weights, an 

antler billet, a worked piece of antler with intact tines and a hole through it, and 

arrow shaft and a minimum of five burial rocks. At the time, we did not 

recognize burial rocks as artifacts, so they were not counted and most of them 

were not collected. 

Five radiocarbon dates were run on material from this burial. They are 

listed in Table 8. 

Table 8: Radiocarbon Dates from Burial SURFB 139. 
 
Date ID Conventional  

C14 date 
Calibrated C14 date-2σ   
(probability) 

Structure/ 
feature ID 

Item 
dated 

Raw 
material 

δ 
C13 

Date type 
* = marine 
curve 

Beta-
216958 760±40 

1180AD-1300 AD. 
(95.4%) SURFB139 Garment 

Rangifer 
tarandus 
hide/hair 

-
22.4 AMS 

Beta-
216964 960±40 990AD-1170AD (95.4%) SURFB139 Log 1 wood 

-
26.0 AMS 

Beta-
216965 990±40 980AD-1160AD (95.4%) SURFB139 Log 2 wood 

-
25.8 Radiometric 

Beta-
216966 820±60 

1040AD-1100 AD. 
(11.2%) 
1110AD-1290AD 
(84.2%) SURFB139 Log 3 wood 

-
25.5 Radiometric 

Beta-
216967 850±60 

1030AD-1280AD 
(95.4%) SURFB139 Log 4 wood 

-
25.2 Radiometric 

 

05152  (Transit ID: SURFB 141/152) 
 

This feature was excavated as a burial, but no human remains were 

found. However, several pieces of wood which appeared to be burial frame 

pieces were recovered, and one of them was dated.  The resulting date, Beta-

216968 (910±40), was run on caribou fur from this grave. It calibrates to 

1010AD-1260AD (95.4%). 
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05 Midden 1 (physical anthropology ID M-212) 
 

This was the grave of a male, 50+ years old.  This grave was discovered 

while completing the excavation of a shallow historic midden on the final day of 

the field season. The midden was extremely close to the erosion face, and was 

clearly not going to survive the next storm so the burial excavation was 

conducted as a salvage operation. A fairly complete adult individual was 

recovered. There was a large rounded hole through the distal left tibia, probably 

due to post-burial damage from a stake being driven through the bone. 

 

06A111  
This was the grave of a female, 20-23 years old.  This individual had an 

extra thoracic vertebra and a 13th pair of ribs, and L5 was sacralized. 

This burial was originally encountered as a broken weathered skull on 

the surface of a vegetated mound. There were traces of two fairly substantial 

pieces of wood parallel to each other, which may represented the east and west 

sides of a frame and excavators observed unrecoverable traces of wood 

surrounding the burial (see Figure 45).  This was a very shallow burial, which 

had clearly had activities carried out on or near it, given the amount of historic 

artifacts recovered from the surface in the immediate subsurface of the 

overlying gravel. 

Although there appears to have been some slight disturbance to this 

grave, orientation of those elements which remain in anatomical position 

indicates that the individual was interred on her back, with her head toward the 
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ocean. The left arm and the lower leg bones were missing.  The presence of 

caribou fur at a slightly greater depth than that of the skeletal elements suggest 

that the individual was laid on a caribou hide. 

A thin surface gravel overlying the dark organic matrix of the burial itself 

contained a considerable number of historic artifacts, including glass and 

various metal artifacts, including a triangular file which had a decayed wooden 

handle, as well as several ground slate fragments, two glass beads, several 

fragments of flattened sandstone which may have been used as grinding stones 

and some historic ceramic fragments tentatively identified as pieces of firebrick 

or flue liner. 

The grave itself contained burial rocks, a piece of worked slate, a piece 

of worked ivory, and a nail which presumably was intrusive.  It also contained a 

hexagonal stone object which had a hole through the center. The hole 

appeared to be natural, but the object had clearly been shaped and is assumed 

to have been a bead. 
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Figure 45: Burial 06 A111.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, tan = 
wood, green = metal and glass, dark blue = ivory, light blue = outline of fur and black = 

slate.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 

06A140 
This grave contained two individuals.  The majority of the skeletal 

material was adult, but several subadult fragments were also recovered, 
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indicating the presence of two individuals. None of the bones present had any 

characteristics suggesting sex of either of the individuals. 

This burial was originally discovered when one of the bear guards was 

walking across the site and turned up a human femur.  It was located on a slight 

rise, but there was no surface vegetation.  There was no obvious frame 

structure present. The long bones that were present were not in correct 

anatomical relationship, suggesting that this burial had been disturbed. This is 

further corroborated by the presence of a few fragments of a subadult 

individual.  Despite that, an area of concentrated dark organic matrix could be 

delineated. It had the same orientation as more intact graves, suggesting that 

this grave was similarly oriented prior to the disturbance.  There were traces of 

caribou fur in and around the dark organic staining. 

Artifacts recovered include two buttons, a chert scraper, a metal spring, 

worked bone, and a porcelain sherd with blue decoration. 
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Figure 46: Burial 06A140.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, tan = 

wood, green = metal and historic ceramics, dark blue = a chert scraper, light blue = fur and 
dark grey = a mineralized animal tooth.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of 

page. 
 

Two radiocarbon dates have been run on this grave. They are:  Beta-

220969 (590±40) on caribou fur, which calibrates to 1290AD-1420AD (95.4%) 

and Beta-220970 on wood (870± 40) which calibrates to 1040AD-1260AD 

(95.4%).  The calibrated two sigma ranges of these dates did not overlap.  

Given the disturbed nature of the burial, and the possibility that the presence of 

two individuals indicates that this feature is actually the remains of two graves, 

it is possible that each of these dates applies to a grave. In the absence of any 
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direct evidence of such a possibility, I prefer the second date, as there is always 

the possibility that the wood was not associated with the grave, as there are 

pieces of driftwood scattered all over the site. Fur seems to be associated 

primarily with graves. 

 

06A184 
This grave contained a juvenile, age 10-12 years. Sex was ambiguous 

due to the individual's age. 

This grave was one of the deeper graves that were encountered, with as 

much as 20 cm of gravel overlying the burial itself.  No evidence of a frame was 

found, but the lower portion of the body had been covered with three pieces of 

wood, apparently split logs (see Figure 47). 

The individual had been interred on the back, with knees sharply bent. 

Artifacts in this grave included: six burial rocks and a piece of worked chert. 
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Figure 47:  Burial 06A184.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, tan = 
wood, dark blue = a chert scraper, and light grey a sample.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  

North is at the top of page. 
 

 
 
06A185 

This grave contained a rather incomplete skeleton, which was 

considered to be adult on the basis of alveolar resorption. Only portions of the 

upper body were present, and it was not possible to assign a sex this individual. 

This burial was originally exposed by someone driving a four-wheeler 

through it on the Fourth of July weekend.  The tires had bisected the wood. 

Initial excavation revealed two fragments of human bone. Subsequently, a 
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concentration of fur and wood was observed on the surface to the northeast of 

the original find. Upon excavation, this proved to be a larger concentration of 

human remains, associated with caribou fur and a split gunstock from what 

appeared to be a .410.  Historic glass and metal were present around the 

perimeter (see Figure 48).  It was not possible to determine what the original 

anatomical position of the individual was. However several ribs, a clavicle and a 

scapula were found on top of a piece of caribou fur, indicating the individual had 

originally been interred on a caribou hide. 

 

 

Figure 48: Burial 06A185.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, tan = wood, green = metal 
and glass, light blue = fur and black = baleen fragment.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North 

is at the top of page. 
 

 
 

One C14 date, Beta-220975 (910±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1030AD-1210AD (95.4%).  The dated wood was some distance 
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from the majority of the remains, so the association between the date and the 

human remains is not definite. 

06A 213  
 This grave contained two individuals. The first was an adult individual, 

who was skeletal mature. All the mandibular alveoli were completely resorbed, 

suggesting that this was probably an elderly person. The facet joints of several 

of the lumbar and thoracic vertebrae exhibited signs of arthritis, also suggesting 

a somewhat advanced age.  There is evidence of a healed fracture in one of 

the left ribs.  It was not possible to make a firm determination of sex, due to 

skeletal incompleteness; however, Miller felt that several elements were robust 

enough to suggest that this individual was a male. 

The second individual was a juvenile, age 6-12 years. Sex was 

ambiguous due to the age of the individual.  Only portions of the post-cranial 

skeleton were present. 

This grave was originally discovered as a surface find of a human 

mandible.  Upon excavation, no evidence of a frame or other wooden structure 

was found. The entire burial was quite shallow, with a maximum depth of 18 cm 

BS, while in most places the total depth was less than 10 cm BS. 

Although only a few cranial fragments of the adult were present, and the 

juvenile was missing the cranium as well, the positions of the ribs and vertebral 

column suggest that the individuals were interred on their backs, with their 

heads toward the ocean (see Figure 49).  Unfortunately, the physical 

anthropologist did not key his skeletal inventories to the IDs recorded in the 
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field (which were on the bags that he received), but examination of drawings 

and photographs indicates that the adult individual lay to the west of the 

juvenile. 

This burial is notable for the large number of burial rocks encountered 

(see Figure 49). It is impossible to say for certain which of the two individuals 

the rocks are associated with, as it is always possible that one of the individuals 

was buried earlier, and the rocks are associated with the second burial. 

However, if one assumes that the burials were contemporaneous and that the 

rocks were associated with the individual to whom they were closest, the adult 

had 27 burial rocks and the juvenile had 17.  A chert biface was associated with 

the adult, and three chert flakes were associated with the juvenile. An additional 

chert flake was between the two individuals.  A chert cobble with a number of 

flakes struck off it was also recovered. 

One C14 date, Beta-220971 (600±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1290AD-1420AD (95.4%).  The wood in question was the piece 

that lay immediately to the north of the western (adult) individual, and was 

probably associated with him. 
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Figure 49: Burial 06A213.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, tan = 
wood, dark blue = worked chert, yellow = outline of organics and dark grey = whalebone.  

Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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06A214  
This grave contained the skeleton of a mature individual. No 

characteristics indicating sex were present. 

This burial was located during surface survey.  It was perhaps most 

notable for the discovery early in the excavation process of a large piece of 

white plastic buried in the middle of the grave which, when unwrapped, proved 

to contain cranial parts from a minimum of three individuals. This was obviously 

a fairly recent intrusion, as the plastic was in excellent condition. As it appeared 

to be the result of some form of illegal activity, even if only desecration of 

graves (the cranial fragments appeared archaeological in nature), this find was 

reported to the North Slope Borough police.  They responded the next day by 

helicopter.  They removed the plastic bag and the human remains as evidence, 

promising to show them to our physical anthropologist prior to sending them to 

the state medical examiner. Over two years later, they have yet to reach the 

state medical examiner or the person at the Alaska State Historic Preservation 

Office who assists with archaeological human remains. The investigating 

detective has retired, and the North Slope Borough Police Department is not 

sure of the location of the remains at the moment.  Unfortunately, they were not 

shown to our physical anthropologist, so it is not clear if any of the crania in the 

plastic could be associated with the human remains found in the grave, which 

did not have a cranium.  The project is attempting to recover them for 

documentation and reburial. 



277 
 

There was whalebone on the north side of the burial, and wood on the 

northeast side (see Figure 50).  There was also a log at the west end of the 

grave. The area between had been disrupted by the later burial of the plastic 

containing the cranial fragments. 

Given the presence of a mandible and the first two vertebrae in correct 

anatomical position at the northeast end of the burial, it seems likely that the 

individual was interred with the head toward the water. Unfortunately, not much 

else can be said about the position of interment. 

One burial rock was recovered from the grave. An upright post was found 

adjacent to the wood at the west end of the grave, and may serve to stabilize it. 

However the state of preservation differed somewhat, and it is possible that this 

post is intrusive. 
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Figure 50: Burial 06A214.  Red = human remains, pink = bone/tooth, purple = burial rock, 
tan = wood, yellow = outline of organics and dark grey = whalebone.  Grid squares are 1m 

x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 

One C14 date, Beta-220972 (870±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1040AD-1260AD (95.4%).   

 

06B99  
 This grave contained the remains of two individuals. The majority 

of the remains were those of a skeletally mature individual, with no 

characteristics present to indicate sex. In addition, there was one mandible 

fragment present which belong to a juvenile, age 2-4 years. 
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This burial had a large piece of whalebone on the east, and fairly sizable 

pieces of wood and whalebone on the north end. These appear to represent 

two sides of a frame. The other two sides were not present, perhaps due 

subsequent disturbance. Once the vegetation was removed, a lens of a dark 

silty gravel, not normally present at the site, was found in the northwest part of 

the grave, surrounded by the usual dark organic matrix. The dark silty gravel 

was associated with a coiled ferrous metal strap, possibly a hoop from a large 

cask, which overlay the human remains (see Figure 51). Based on the position 

of the skeletal elements, the iron strap appears to have been pressed 

downward at some time after the original burial.  Some of the skeletal elements 

were recovered from the dark silty gravel, a further indication of post-interment 

disturbance. 

This disturbance appears to have removed a good portion of the 

individual, as all that remained was parts of the lower limbs and a few cranial 

fragments from an adult. The subadult mandible mentioned above was found in 

the original shovel test pit, and no other portions of the individual were 

recovered. Although the skeletal elements have been somewhat disturbed, it 

appears likely that the adult’s head was originally oriented toward the ocean. 

The intrusion of the iron strap had altered positioning of the lower limb bones, 

but their attitude was not inconsistent with a burial with the knees bent. 

Artifacts recovered from the dark silty gravel, in addition to the iron strap, 

included: seven bone flakes, a piece of worked ivory, a piece of worked 

whalebone, and one apparent burial rock. Artifacts recovered from the grave 
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matrix included: four pieces of worked bone, fur fragments, and two fragments 

of rock. 

Excavation of this burial was somewhat complicated by the fact that it 

was not possible to finish in one day. The unit was covered and surrounded by 

warning pin flags. Nonetheless, somebody ran the burial over with a four-

wheeler, and appears to have disturbed the pin flags and possibly the burial 

contents overnight. 

One C14 date, Beta-220967 (800±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1160AD-1280AD (95.4%). 
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Figure 51: Burial 06B99. Note call iron strap at left center. View Northeast. 
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Figure 52: Burial 06B99. View Northeast. 
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Figure 53:  Burial 06 B99.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, tan = 
wood, dark blue = worked chert, green = metal, light grey = ivory, yellow = outline of 

organics and dark grey = whalebone.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of 
page. 

 
 
 



284 
 

06B113 
This grave contained the remains of an adult female, aged 47±9 years.  

This grave had substantial log on the east and west, forming a partial 

frame (see Figure 54).  The large piece of wood at the head end of the grave 

was an intrusive piece of milled lumber.  The large log on the east side of the 

grave appears to have shifted and rolled onto the individual, possibly displacing 

the left femur somewhat. 

 

 
 

Figure 54: Burial 06B113.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, tan = 
wood (large piece of head is intrusive historic lumber), dark blue = peat, green = historic 
ceramic and glass, light grey = ivory, and dark grey = whalebone.  Grid squares are 1m x 

1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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The individual had been interred on her back, with her knees slightly 

bent. Her left arm was extended at her side, and the right arm was slightly bent 

with her hand resting in the stomach area.  Fragments of caribou fur were 

recovered 

Artifacts found in the grave included three burial rocks. What appeared to 

be a cut sod was found at the individual's feet.  

One C14 date, Beta-220977 (880±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1030AD-1260AD (95.4%). 

 
 
06BB20 

This grave contained the remains of an individual who was 47±9 years of 

age. The preponderance of evidence concerning sex led Miller to conclude that 

this individual was a male. However, he scored the sciatic notch as female, and 

it was O'Rourke's impression in the field that this individual was female.  At 

least one of the artifacts associated with this individual would strongly suggest 

that the person was female. 

This grave had fairly well preserved wood at the north and south ends. 

The wood at the north appeared to be a log, and the wood at the south end 

appeared to be a single piece from the base of the trunk and roots of a tree, 

although the preservation was not such that it was possible to be absolutely 

certain (see Figure 55). There were traces of wood along both sides of the 

grave as well, but these were extremely poorly preserved and were essentially 

unrecoverable. 
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Figure 55: Burial 06 BB20.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, tan = wood, green = metal, 
dark blue = chert, light blue = fur, black = slate and yellow = outline of organics.  Grid 

squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 

The individual had been interred on her back with her head toward the 

ocean. Her arms are bent with her hands resting in on the upper abdomen. In 

her left hand, she held a ground slate tool, which would usually be identified as 

an ulu blade. The artifact is not hafted, but this does seem to be a reasonable 

identification. The exact position of the lower limbs is not certain, as the long 

bones are broken, and the knee region is essentially missing.  However, both 

position of the remaining elements and the damage is consistent with being 

interred with knees bent and fallen to the individual's right.  The excavators 

observed that the individual was resting on caribou fur, suggesting that she had 

been interred on a caribou hide. 
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In addition to the ulu found in the individual's left hand, artifacts found in 

the grave included: a polar bear claw in the abdominal area, 13 burial rocks, a 

piece of worked chert and a piece of worked bone near the feet, and several 

pieces of animal bone in the abdominal area. 

One C14 date, Beta-220978 (930±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1020AD-1220AD (95.4%). 

 
06BB54 

This grave contained the remains of an individual of 51±12 years of age.  

The preponderance of evidence regarding sex led Miller to conclude that this 

individual was a male, although again the sciatic notch was coded female. 

The grave had one small log lying to the east of the individual. There was 

a well-preserved whale mandible at the south end of the grave.  The entire 

individual was covered with a wood cover, which initially appeared to be three 

separate logs, but subsequently most if not all of the cover appeared to be part 

of a single piece of wood (see Figure 56). 
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Figure 56: Burial 06BB54. View south. 
 

 

The individual had been interred lying on the back, with the knees tightly 

flexed. The knees had fallen to the left. The arms were bent, with the right hand 
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under the chin.  The individual was resting on caribou fur, suggesting that they 

had been interred on a caribou hide. The excavators had the distinct impression 

that there had been two layers of hide. However, it was poorly preserved, so it 

was only possible to record general outlines of the two hide layers (see Figure 

57).  

 

Figure 57: Burial 06BB54.  Red = human remains, pink = bone/tooth, purple = burial rock, 
tan = wood, dark blue = chert, green = metal, yellow = ceramic sherds, black = slate, light 

grey = ivory, and dark grey = whalebone.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of 
page. 

 
 

The artifacts recovered from below the cover included: a chert flake, one 

piece of worked chert, a burial rock and two ceramic sherds.  A number of 

artifacts were just above the cover, including a ground slate preform which had 

been roughly shaped for an end blade or ulu and had one edge partially 
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ground. It appeared to have broken at this point in the manufacturing process. 

Also above the cover were two pieces of worked chert, a piece of sandstone 

and two burial rocks. 

One C14 date, Beta-220968 (870±40), was run on caribou fur recovered 

from underneath the individual in this grave. It calibrates to 1030AD-1260AD 

(95.4%). 

 

 

06C68 
This grave contained the remains of a female of 20-25 years of age. The 

skeleton was fairly complete. 

The grave had sizable pieces of wood on the east and west, forming a 

partial frame. A smaller piece was at the north end, although it was aligned 

parallel to the pieces on the sides, rather than perpendicular.  At the south end 

of the grave, there was a fairly sizable piece of whalebone, very poorly 

preserved, and a scattering of smaller pieces of whalebone, possibly decayed 

from a larger piece. 

The individual had been interred on her back, with her knees bent. Her 

arms were bent, with her hands resting on her abdomen (see Figure 58). The 

lower limbs had been disturbed at some point, with the right leg entirely absent, 

and the left femur and patella also missing.  Given the position of the remaining 

skeletal elements, one cannot say with certainty what the position of the lower 

limbs was. However, assuming that the individual was of normal anatomical 
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proportions, there would not have been room within the frame unless she was 

buried with knees bent. 

Artifacts found in the grave included: 14 burial rocks and one possible 

hammer stone with a notch taken out of it. The hammer stone and two other 

burial rocks were found directly on top of the whalebone frame at the foot of the 

grave.  Two additional burial rocks were found in the dark organic just on top of 

the grave, and possibly should be considered as part of it. 

 

Figure 58: Burial 06C 68.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, tan = 
wood, dark blue = chert, green = glass, yellow = outline of organic staining, light blue = fur, 
light grey = ivory, and dark grey = whalebone.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the 

top of page. 
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06C116 
This grave contained the remains of a minimum of three individuals. The 

primary individual was a juvenile, age 10-12 years. Sex was ambiguous due to 

the individual's age.  There was a second subadult left ileum, an adult femur 

and cranial fragments. 

This burial was encountered while finishing the excavation of the AREAC 

midden/activity area. This feature had yielded a few isolated human bones, and 

these may be related to the two extra individuals. We were not able to make 

any matches however.  This excavation took place on the last day of the field 

season, so of necessity was somewhat more expeditious than would have been 

preferable. 

The activity area that had given rise to the AREAC feature had 

apparently disturbed the grave to some degree.  A dark organic staining could 

be distinguished, although it appeared to extend a considerable distance to the 

southeast of the actual undisturbed human remains. 

There was no real indication of any frame around the grave, although 

pieces of whalebone were recovered from both the east and west sides of the 

individual, and one piece of log was recovered from the west side. The cranium 

was missing, but the mandible remained in place as did much of the axial 

skeleton and the left femur. It was clear the individual was interred on her back 

with her head toward the ocean. It was not possible to tell what position the 

lower limbs were in. 
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Artifacts recovered in apparent association with this burial included: a 

whetstone, a piece of worked antler, a piece of slat armor, a piece of a 

whalebone sled shoe, and 36 burial rocks.  A copper strip and a machine-cut 

iron nail were recovered in eastern portion of the organic stain. Because of the 

disturbed nature of the grave, and the apparent commingling of several 

individuals, two of whom must have come from elsewhere; it is difficult to say 

with certainty that any of the artifacts are associated with the primary burial. 

 

Figure 59: Burial 06C116.  Red = human remains, pink = bone/tooth, purple = burial rock, 
tan = wood, dark blue = chert, green = metal, yellow = outline of organic staining, black = 
antler, and dark grey = whalebone.  06C116-30 is a piece of slat armor. Grid squares are 

1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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One C14 date, Beta-220973 (740±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1210AD-1300AD (92.4%) and 1360AD-1390AD (3.0%).  

 
06F63 

This grave contained a few cranial fragments. It was not possible to 

determine age or sex of the individual from the skeletal elements present. 

This grave had a very substantial whalebone frame on the south, west, 

and east sides (see Figure 60). The whalebone on the west side lay atop 

caribou fur, probably the remains of a caribou hide, which was stratigraphically 

below although not underneath, the two cranial fragments which were 

recovered. It is impossible to determine if an entire individual was ever interred 

here, and if so, in what position they might have been. There were no artifacts 

in the grave (see Figure 61). No radiocarbon dates were run on this grave. 
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Figure 60: Burial 06F63. View North. 
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Figure 61: Burial 06F63.  Red = human remains, light blue = fur, dark blue = peat, and dark 

grey = whalebone.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 
06F75 

This grave contained the remains of a female, age 12-15 years. 

The grave had elements of a wooden frame on the west, south and east 

sides (see Figure 62). There was a piece of whalebone on the west side of the 

grave.  To the excavators, it appeared as if the grave structure had rolled to the 

west, with the result that one of the logs from the east side of the grave was 

resting on top of the individual. 

The individual had been interred on her left side, with knees slightly bent. 

The head was oriented toward the ocean. The position of the arms was 
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indeterminate. A small fragment of caribou fur was recovered, suggesting that 

the individual may have been laid on a caribou hide.  No artifacts were recorded 

as having point proveniences within the burial.  

 

 
 

Figure 62: Burial 06F75.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, tan = wood, green = historic 
artifacts, yellow = outline of organic staining, light blue = fur, and dark grey = whalebone.  

Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 
One C14 date, Beta-220965 (820±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1050AD-1080AD (1.4%) and 1150AD-1280AD (94.0%). 
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06F79 
   This grave contained the remains of a skeletally mature adult male.   

This grave was immediately adjacent to the preceding grave, 06F75.  It 

also had a substantial frame, with several large pieces of whalebone (two 

mandibles and a rostrum fragment) on the east side (see Figure 63). There was 

poorly preserved wood on the west and south sides, probably the remains of 

two logs which formed additional parts of the frame. Excavators thought that it 

looked as if the rostrum might have fallen into the grave. Examining the profile, 

it appears that the south end of the rostrum penetrates below level of the 

human remains, suggesting that this bone either was originally vertical and 

disturbed the burial when it fell or that it was a later intrusive element that was 

placed by later occupants of the site and disturbed the burial in the process. 
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Figure 63: Burial 06F79. View North. 
 

Artifacts recovered from the burial included: several unworked pieces of 

bone, and 48 burial rocks.  A roll of bark was recovered just south of the largest 

mandible on the east side of the grave. 

One C14 date, Beta-220976 (710±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1220AD-1320AD (77.2%) and 1350AD-1390AD (18.2%). 
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Figure 64:  Burial 06F79.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, tan = wood, green = metal, 
black = bark, and dark grey = whalebone.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of 

page. 
 

 
 
07A297 
 

This grave contained only fragmentary human remains, apparently of an 

adult individual. They were not sufficient to determine age or sex.  
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This burial was originally identified as an isolated surface find during 

initial site survey. The area was shovel skimmed to locate any possible in situ 

burial. Several large buried whale bones were located, but they proved to be 

part of a trash-disposal feature, designated 07FE01. 

Additional fragmentary, disarticulated human remains were located 

within and just below the surface vegetation, above the unconsolidated gravels.  

No logs or whalebones suggestive of any type of burial framework were found, 

nor was any hide. Based on the historic artifacts found in the area, including 

glass, buttons, an ivory toothbrush head and a safety pin, the last two of which 

were actually mapped among the human remains, it appears that this may be a 

secondary burial, possibly of human remains unearthed elsewhere and reburied 

at this location sometime in the late 19th or early 20th century. Alternatively, 

activities connected with the creation of the trash-disposal feature may have led 

to the disturbance. 

 
07A298 
 

This grave contained the remains of a woman, age 55± 4 years of age. 

This burial was located through surface survey on June 11th, 2007.  The 

distal right femur was protruding through the surface. The burial was excavated 

on June 12-14, 2007.  It is the furthest inland burial excavated to date at Nuvuk. 

This burial followed the general pattern for burials at Nuvuk, with a wood 

and whalebone frame. In this case a particularly large whalebone and a log lay 
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to the individual's right (the west side of the grave), with a large log to the left.  

Samples were taken from four logs for identification and dating. 

The individual had been interred on her back, with legs bent and knees 

in the air (see Figure 65).  Some of the vertebrae were recovered from inside 

the mouth, apparently displaced there during settling of the burial.  She was 

resting on fur, which appeared to be the remains of a caribou hide. There was 

additional organic matter, too decayed to make a positive determination of its 

nature, over the chest area of the individual. In the field, the excavators felt that 

this might also have been fur.  The head was oriented toward the ocean. 

Artifacts in the grave included: a piece of worked chert, a worked bone 

fragment, several animal bones, a probable burial rock, and an iron ring, 

probably from a pulley. The latter was probably intrusive in the grave. 

Two C14 dates were run on wood from this grave. They are:  Beta-

235090 (780±60) which calibrates to 1050-1090AD (3.0%), 1150-1310AD 

(90.7%), and 1360-1390AD (1.7%); and Beta-235091 (540±50) which calibrates 

to 1290-1370AD (41.4%) and 1380-1450AD (54.0%).  Although the OxCal 

Combine option failed the Chi Square test at 5%, there is a significant overlap 

which results in a two sigma range of 1280-1400AD for the combined dates. 
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Figure 65:  Burial 07A298.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, dark 
grey = whalebone, tan = wood, green = metal (probably intrusive), dark blue = lithics, light 
blue = outline of fur and black is outline of grave.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at 

the top of page. 
 

 

07A513 
This grave contained the remains of a male individual, aged 42±12 

years.  The skeleton was fairly complete. 
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This grave had traces of wood at the north and west and a small piece to 

the east, which could have represented the decayed remnants of a frame (see 

Figure 66). It appeared to have had a single large piece of wood as a cover. 

This was decayed and appeared to have collapsed into the grave. A whale 

mandible lay on top of the cover, with the proximal end near the individual's 

head. It is possible that this was originally upright, serving as a grave marker. In 

recent times whale mandibles have been used as grave markers, particularly 

for whaling captains, although in that case they are usually erected as a pair. 

Alternatively, it could have constituted part of the frame for the grave. No grave 

goods were found with this individual. 

The individual rested on fur, probably the remains of a caribou hide. He 

had been interred on his back, leaning toward the right. His knees were bent. 

The right leg was missing, with the exception of the fibula, which was found half 

a meter to the southwest of the remainder of the skeleton, outside the main 

grave.  

One C14 date, Beta-235089 (880±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1030AD-1260AD (95.4%).  
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Figure 66: Burial 07A513.  Red = human remains, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood and 

light blue = outline of fur.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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07B35 
This grave contained the remains of a woman, aged 35±6 years.  The 

skeleton was fairly complete. 

This grave was one of the more elaborately and solidly constructed 

graves at Nuvuk (see Figure 67). The grave was framed on three sides with 

wood, with a particularly substantial log on the west. There was a substantial 

piece of whalebone at the head, and another at the feet. The individual had 

been interred on her back with her hands folded on her chest and her knees 

bent. The head was oriented toward the ocean.  When the grave was opened 

the individual's femur and tibia were on the chest with the distal end of the 

femur toward the head. The extremities were well preserved. The individual had 

been covered with two large wooden planks, supported by two transverse 

pieces of wood. Alix's analysis of the wood and possible modifications is not yet 

complete. 

Artifacts in this grave included:  six burial rocks, five in the head and 

chest area, and one in the pelvic area; and a bearded seal (Erignathus 

barbatus) mandible (see Figure 68).  The seal mandible may be intrusive, as it 

was found above the grave structure.  

One C14 date, Beta-235089 (880±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1030AD-1260AD (95.4%).  
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Figure 67: Burial 07B35. View North. 
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Figure 68: Burial 07B35.  Shown with cover logs removed.  Red = human remains, pink = 
bone, purple = burial rock, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, light blue = outline of fur 
and black = outline of organic stains.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of 

page. 
 
 
 

 

07BB106 
 

This "grave" was encountered in a shovel test pit. Many of the typical 

elements of a burial were encountered, including pieces of whalebone, 

apparent "burial" rocks, and fur (probably a remnant of a caribou hide) which 

was draped into a depression (see  
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Figure 69). However, the only human remains which were encountered 

were two cranial fragments.  No isolated human remains have been found 

within 3.8 m of this feature, and it is over 4 m to the nearest burial. Based on 

the presence of multiple elements usually found in intact Nuvuk burials, it 

seems likely that this feature represents the remains of a burial, but one that 

was highly disturbed. 

One C14 date, Beta-235098 (1630±40), was run on whalebone from this 

grave, since there was no more suitable material to date. It calibrates to 

1070AD-1420AD (95.4%), using the marineo4 curve (Hugen et al. 2004) and a 

Delta R of 506±83 (McNeely et al. 2006). 
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Figure 69: Burial 07BB106.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, dark 
grey = whalebone, dark blue = lithics, light blue = outline of fur and yellow = outline of 

organic stains.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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07C24 
This grave contained the remains of a woman, aged 37±7 years.  The 

skeleton was fairly complete.  There was a large hole in the right orbital plate. 

Excavators found a human tooth near the ribs, and did not find any gaps in the 

dentition. However, the physical anthropologist did not note any extra teeth. 

The burial followed the general pattern for Nuvuk. The grave was framed 

with wood, apparently unmodified logs (see Figure 70). The individual had been 

interred on her back, with her hands on her chest, and knees slightly bent. The 

knees appear to have fallen to her right (see Figure 71). The head was oriented 

toward the ocean.  She had caribou fur under her, which was best preserved 

under the pelvis.  This individual had been covered with wood, consisting of 

several split logs or planks46. 

Artifacts in the grave included: a whalebone shovel shoe, three burial 

rocks, a piece of hide, and three pieces of worked whalebone. The shovel shoe 

was located above the wooden cover, and it is possible that it is not associated 

with the burial, but rather may have broken off a shovel when someone 

attempted to dig in the burial area at a later date. 

Two radiocarbon dates have been run on this grave. They are:  Beta-

235082 (800±50), which calibrates to 1050AD-1080AD (2.2%) and 1150AD-

1290AD (93.2%) and Beta-235081 (530±40) which calibrates to 1300AD-

1360AD (29.1%) and 1380AD-1450AD (66.3%).  There is no overlap between 

these two dates. The later date was on a piece of wood which was somewhat 

                                                 
46 Claire Alix is still analyzing the extremely large volume of wood from Nuvuk. 
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separated from the remainder of the grave, and it is possible that this actually is 

not associated with the grave and human remains. It is hoped that when the 

human remains are dated in the near future that the issue will be settled. If not, 

there are a number of additional possible radiocarbon samples available. 

 

 

Figure 70: Burial 07C24. View North. 
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Figure 71: Burial 07C24.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, dark 
grey = whalebone, tan = wood, yellow = hide, and light blue = fur.  Grid squares are 1m x 

1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 
 
07C500 
 

The human remains designated as burial 0C500 were originally 

encountered as part of the excavation of a midden in Area C undertaken 

primarily to train a large number of RAHI students who were visiting on the site 

for a few days.  Only a few partial skeletal elements were recovered, and the 

physical anthropologist did not even record a formal inventory for this burial.  
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The remains were quite scattered in distribution (see Figure 72).  The 

elements present were a scapula, two fibulae, a cranial fragment and one rib 

which was taken as an aDNA sample. Excavators noticed an area which 

appeared to have increased amount of organic staining, but most of the human 

remains and possibly associated artifacts were actually recovered outside of 

that area. 

 

 

Figure 72: burial 07C500.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, dark grey = whalebone, tan 
= wood, yellow = area of higher organic content, and black = clamshell.  Grid squares are 

1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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07CG16 
 

This "grave" was encountered in an STP that came down on a 

whalebone concentration. As this is often indication of a burial, the unit was 

expanded.  A humerus, a femur shaft fragment, and a humerus shaft fragment 

were recovered slightly to the north of the whalebone concentration.  The 

remains were so fragmentary that the physical anthropologist did not prepare a 

skeletal inventory form. No age or sex determination was possible, although the 

size of the skeletal elements suggested a fully-grown individual. 

The whalebone was associated with five worked pieces of marine 

mammal bone, as well as a bearded seal (Erignathus barbatus) scapula and a 

small seal, probably a ringed seal (Phoca hispida) vertebra.  It seems quite 

possible that this was an activity area, with an associated thin sheet midden. 

The human remains were either in an existing grave at that location which was 

disturbed, or may have been deposited from a disturbed grave nearby. 
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Figure 73: "Burial" 07CG16.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, dark 
grey = whalebone, and tan = wood.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 

 
 
 
07D45 

This grave contained the remains of an adult female.  The skeleton was 

fairly complete.  Both mandibular M3 alveoli were completely resorbed. 

This burial appeared to have suffered some minor disturbance, with 

possible scattering or removal of the left side frame and the pelvic portion of the 

skeleton. The remaining frame was composed of a large piece of whalebone to 

the east, which had broken in situ, and a piece of wood above the individuals 
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head. There were two other large pieces of whalebone to the west of the grave 

(see Figure 75).  The individual had been interred on her back, with her arms in 

the chest area (see Error! Reference source not found.). Only the lower part 

of the left leg was present. From the attitude of the lower limb bones, it appears 

that the individual was interred with knees bent. The head was oriented toward 

the ocean.    

A number of pieces of wood appear to have been used to cover the 

individual. There was at least one larger plank or split log, but the rest were too 

poorly preserved to determine whether they were worked. 

Artifacts in the grave included: three burial rocks, one of them on edge 

(see Figure 74), a worked marine mammal rib, and a fish vertebra. The worked 

rib, the fish vertebra, and the rock on edge were all immediately on top of the 

burial cover, and may have been placed there at the time of interment. 
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Figure 74: Burial 07D45. View North. 
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Figure 75: Burial 07D45.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, dark 

grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and light blue = fur.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at 
the top of page. 

 
 
 
07DD56 

This grave contained only very fragmentary skeletal remains. They 

appear to be those of an adult male, based on the sciatic notch. 
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This grave is highly disturbed. The remains were fairly fragmented. This 

may well be due to the fact that at some time in the recent past someone chose 

this particular location to put a fairly sizable firecracker in the ground and set it 

off (see Figure 76). As a result nothing can be said about structure of the grave 

or the position of the individual within it. 

Artifacts recovered include: six burial rocks, a small fragment of a 

wooden bowl, a ground slate fragment, a piece of worked bone, and the 

aforementioned firecracker. 

 

Figure 76: Burial 07DD56.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = rock, dark grey = 
whalebone, tan = wood (a bull fragment), black = slate, light blue = fur and blue = other 

(labeled artifact is the firecracker).  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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One C14 date, Beta-235099 (1610±40), was run on whalebone from this 

grave, since there was no alternative material available in sufficient amounts to 

date. It calibrates to 1090AD-1440AD (95.4%), using the marineo4 curve 

(Hugen et al. 2004) and a Delta R of 506±83 (McNeely et al. 2006). 

 
 
07EE67 
 

This burial contained the remains of a woman, age 55± 5 years of age.  

The skeleton exhibited some notable pathologies. There was evidence of 

abscesses on the alveolar process near the left maxillary M1 on both lingual 

and buccal surfaces. In addition, the atlas was fused to the skull at both the 

anterior arch and the lateral masses.  The excavators noted a bone spur on the 

left second metatarsal. 

The individual had been interred on her back, with arms folded on the 

chest. The femurs were missing, but from the attitude of the remaining lower leg 

bones, it appears that her knees were bent and raised, falling to her left.  The 

head was oriented toward the ocean.  She was resting on fur, which appeared 

to be the remains of a caribou hide.   

Artifacts in the burial included: a burial rock resting on a piece of 

whalebone in the chest area and a very highly polished organic object at the 

feet, possibly an amulet. 

One C14 date, Beta-235095 (1560±40), was run on whalebone from this 

grave, since there is no more suitable material to date. It calibrates to 1160AD-
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1470AD (95.4%), using the marineo4 curve (Hugen et al. 2004) and a Delta R 

of 506±83 (McNeely et al. 2006). 

 

 

Figure 77: Burial 07EE67.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, dark 
grey = whalebone, tan = wood, green = tooth and light blue = fur outline.  Grid squares are 

1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 

07FF36 
This grave contained only very fragmentary skeletal remains. No cranium 

was recorded as present by the physical anthropologist, although excavators 

mapped an area of crushed bone which they believe to be the cranium. The 
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elements are consistent with those of a skeletally mature individual. The burial 

was too fragmentary to make a determination of sex. 

The impression in the field was that this burial had been run over by a 

large vehicle, perhaps a Hummer or a front end loader, which had resulted in 

collapse of the overlying strata into the grave, with some human remains 

pushed out toward the southwest. The impression was that there may have 

been a wooden cover, perhaps to planks, but it was poorly preserved and this is 

not certain. We were able to map the outlines of decayed wood in the field (see 

Figure 78).  From what could be seen, the individual had been interred resting 

on a caribou hide, based on the scraps of fur that were recovered.  It appears 

that the knees were bent and the individual was resting on his or her back, 

perhaps with the arms bent to the chest. The head was oriented toward the 

ocean. 

A chert flake was recovered from this burial. However, due to the 

disturbance it is not clear if it is actually associated with the burial. 

Two radiocarbon dates have been run on this grave. They are:  Beta-

235092 (710±50) on wood from the apparent grave cover, which calibrates to 

1210AD-1330AD (72.7%) and 1340AD-1400AD (22.7%) and Beta-235093 on 

caribou fur from in the grave (790± 40) which calibrates to 1170AD-1290AD 

(95.4%).  Use of the OxCal 3.1 Combine option for these two dates yields a two 

sigma range of 1215-1285 AD (95.4%). 
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Figure 78: Burial 07FF36.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, tan = wood, dark blue = 
chert flake, and light blue = fur outline.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of 

page. 
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07G92 
This grave contained the remains of a juvenile, aged 12±3. No cranium 

was present. Sex was ambiguous due to the age of the individual.  This burial 

was excavated together with 07G94, which lay immediately next to it. 

Both individuals were scattered.  From the arrangement of the elements 

left, it seems probable that both individuals were buried with their heads toward 

the ocean, although the disturbance makes that less than definite.  There were 

two upright pegs or stakes found between the two primary clusters of human 

remains. This suggests that the disturbance is due to later activity which took 

place on top of the graves.  
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Figure 79: Burials 07G92 (cluster to right) and 07G 94.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, 

purple = rock, tan = wood (pegs), black = slate, yellow = quartzite flake and blue = chert 
flake.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 

 
 
 
07G94 

This grave contained fragmentary skeletal remains. A few cranial 

fragments were present. The elements are consistent with those of a skeletally 

mature individual. The burial was too fragmentary to make a determination of 

sex. 
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07H0 
This grave contained the remains of a male individual aged 52±7 years. 

No cranium was present. S1 was not fused to the sacrum, while the first 

coccygeal vertebra had fused to the sacrum. 

The burial had been somewhat disturbed (see Figure 80). By comparison 

with other more intact burials it appears that those elements which tend to 

project upwards, such as the femurs, were removed, perhaps by shoveling or 

some heavy object being dragged over the grave. The ribs, which also are often 

among the highest elements in the burials at Nuvuk, were in a pile to the 

individual's right. The cranium was missing entirely, while the mandible was 

upside down on top of the bones of the right ankle. In contrast, the axial 

skeleton did not appear disturbed, with vertebra in correct anatomical position 

and innominates and sacrum also in fairly correct positions. The head was 

oriented toward the ocean.   

Artifacts included: four burial rocks, at least three of which appeared to 

be in their original positions near the pelvic area; one piece of worked bone and 

a piece of hide. The individual had been interred on a piece of fur, probably a 

caribou hide.  A piece of antler, worked to make a hook, was on the top of the 

grave, and is not clearly associated with it. 

One C14 date, Beta-235096 (410±40), was run on caribou fur from this 

grave. It calibrates to 1420AD-1530AD (71.8%) and 1550AD-1640AD (23.6%). 
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Figure 80: burial 07H0.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = rock, tan = wood, blue 
= hide, and light blue = outline of fur.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of 

page. 
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07H39 
This grave contained the remains of a juvenile individual aged 13±3 

years. The post-cranial skeleton was fairly fragmented. Tooth eruption and 

wear indicated an individual in the early teens. Sex was ambiguous due to the 

age of the individual. 

Human remains were discovered in both STP H41 and STP G38, so STP 

H39 was not dug in favor of excavating the obvious vegetated area between 

them. Initial excavation revealed wood fragments, which upon further 

examination included both logs and what appeared to be part of the root 

structure of a tree (see Figure 81).  This appeared to have been covering the 

remains, although it was rather badly decomposed. The cranium was badly 

damaged, and was found dispersed.  The individual had been interred on his or 

her back, with arms bent and hands on the chest. The head appears to have 

been oriented toward the ocean.  Only one femur and one fibula were present. 

They were found on the torso, and may indicate that the individual was buried 

in a tightly flexed position. However a cluster of tarsals was found in the 

approximate location where the feet would have been had the individual been 

buried in the usual bent knees position, so it is also possible that these 

elements were displaced at a later time. 

Artifacts recovered from the grave included: three burial rocks, one piece 

of cut bone, one piece of cut ivory, a drilled tooth, and two hide fragments. 

One C14 date, Beta-235083 (790±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1170AD-1290AD (95.4%). 
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Figure 81: Burial 07H39.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = rock, tan = wood, 
blue = hide, and green = ivory.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 

 
 

07H92 
 
 

This "burial" was designated as such when excavation began, due to the 

very robust whalebone and wood construction (see Figure 82).  It quickly 

became apparent that the frame was very small, and the excavators were 

anticipating a child. However, the only thing contained within the frame was a 

single humerus. 
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A rock at the southeast corner of the feature (see Figure 83) resembled 

the burial rocks which are common in other burials.  It appeared to be within a 

slightly more organic matrix associated with the burial, although right on the 

edge. 

One C14 date, Beta-235087 (600±40), was run on wood from this 

“grave”. It calibrates to 1290AD-1420AD (95.4%). 

 

Figure 82: Burial 07H92. View North. 
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Figure 83: Burial 07H92.  Red = human remains, purple = rock, tan = wood, and dark grey = 

whalebone.  Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 
 
07JJ22 

This grave contained the remains of a young man aged 16±3 years. The 

skeleton was fairly complete. The cranium and the post-cranial skeleton both 

had no features and were both consistent as to indications of age. 
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The grave appears to have had a wooden frame on all four sides at one 

time, and the south and east sides remained relatively intact and in situ. This 

was a somewhat unusual burial, in that a mandible was found at the top of the 

spinal column, surrounded by maxillary teeth which had presumably dropped 

out of the individual's maxilla while it was still in anatomical position. The 

cranium was also found in the grave, more or less in the vicinity of the 

individual's feet. However, this cranium had relatively intact maxillary dentition, 

which makes it seems somewhat questionable that it is actually the cranium 

belonging to the primary individual who was buried there. 

The individual appears to have been interred on his back, with his knees 

bent. The arms were bent, with the hands on the chest.  The legs appear to 

have fallen to the right.  The head was oriented toward the ocean. 
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Figure 84: Burial 07JJ22.  Red = only on-site love them the value in the solidity of a color 
over human remains, pink = faunal bone and teeth, purple = rock, tan = wood, dark grey = 

whalebone, light blue = fur, black = slate, green = feather and blue = chert flake.  Grid 
squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 

 
 

Artifacts in the grave included: 38 burial rocks, five of which had notches; 

a piece of worked slate, and a chunk of chert. On the same level 

stratigraphically, although possibly outside the original extent of the frame, was 

a very nice ground slate whaling harpoon end blade, which has been reworked 

for use as an ulu (see Figure 85).  Such reuse has been observed before in 

collections from the Barrow area (Sheehan 1997). 
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One C14 date, Beta-235086 (700±400), was run on wood from this 

grave. It calibrates to 1240AD-1330AD (68.9%) and 1340AD-1400AD (26.5%) 

 

 

 

Figure 85: Slate whaling harpoon end blade reworked into ulu in Burial 07JJ22. 
 

07LL28 
This grave contained the remains of a young man aged 16±3 years. The 

skeleton was only partially complete.  The cranium was fairly complete, the 

vertebral column was completely absent, both femurs were present as was 

most of the left leg and the lower left arm. 
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The frame of the grave was quite substantial, with whale bone on the 

north, east and south sides, as well as a very substantial piece of whalebone 

laid over the top (see Figure 86). The west side of the grave only had traces of 

highly degraded whalebone, which was more of a paste than a bone, and not 

recoverable. Despite this, the skeleton was in nothing like correct anatomical 

order (see Figure 88).  It appeared this is some type of secondary burial.  

Artifacts in the burial included a bearded seal (Erignathus barbatus) 

scapula modified for use as a shovel, (visible in Figure 86 and Figure 88) and a 

wooden bucket bottom (see Figure 87). 

One C14 date, Beta-235088 (850±60), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1030AD-1280AD (95.4%). 
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Figure 86: Burial 07LL28.  View North. 
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Figure 87: Burial 07LL28. Bucket bottom in situ.   
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Figure 88: Burial 07LL28.  Red = human remains, pink = bone and tooth, purple = burial 
rock, green = ivory, dark blue = ferrous metal (probably intrusive), black = slate, dark grey 
= whalebone, tan = wood, yellow = shell, and light blue = fur.  07 LL 28-29 is a bearded seal 
scapula shovel blade; 07 LL28-47 is a wooden bucket bottom. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  

North is at the top of page. 
 

 

07O54 
This grave contained the remains of an adult female. No cranium was 

present, although some extremely worn maxillary teeth were found. 
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The grave was very poorly preserved. A decayed log was located on the 

west, with decayed whale bone fragments to the west and east (see Figure 89). 

The grave gave the impression of having collapsed in on itself. 

The woman had been interred on her back with her arms bent and hands 

on her chest. Her knees had been sharply bent, and from the position of her 

feet had been more or less straight up and down, rather than fallen to either 

side. The mandible remained in place, but the cranium was missing.  

Indications were that she had been placed on hide, probably caribou. 

Artifacts from this grave included: 48 burial rocks, at least five of which 

had a small flake taken off; two pieces of worked chert, and what appears to be 

a lump of clay. 

One C14 date, Beta-235085 (670±50), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1260AD-1400AD (95.4%). 
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Figure 89: Burial 07054.  .  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, dark 
blue = worked chert, black = outline of hide, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, yellow = 
plastic fragments, and light blue = fur. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of 

page. 
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08A604 
 

This grave contained portions of two individuals, an adult long bone and 

a juvenile maxilla.  The juvenile was 8-10 years of age.  In neither case could 

sex be determined. 

There was no evidence of a frame or other grave structure recovered 

from this grave (see Figure 90). The human remains were quite scattered, and 

consisted of a humerus, one phalanx and some cranial and maxillary 

fragments. It was not possible to determine the original attitude of interment. 

Artifacts recovered from the grave itself include one possible net sinker, 

and 13 burial rocks.  One C14 date, Beta-251506 (540±40), was run on wood 

from this grave. It calibrates to 1400AD-1520AD (91.6%) and 1590AD-1620AD 

(3.8%). 
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Figure 90: Burial 08A604. Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, green = 

metal button, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and space yellow = sample locations. 
Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 

 

08A616 
This burial was located in the trail area, and was exposed by vehicular 

traffic. It was originally discovered by a local resident who was collecting litter 

on the weekend, who notified the crew. It contained the remains of an adult 20+ 

years old.  The shape of the palate suggested a male. 

This burial had some areas of very poorly preserved whalebone at the 

northeast end, as well as a few fragments of poorly preserved whalebone at the 

south end. These probably represent what is left of a whalebone frame. 
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The skeleton was quite disturbed, possibly some time ago, as the matrix 

over most of the excavation was fairly solid. Some of the skeletal elements 

were quite high in the dark organic matrix. It was not possible to state 

definitively what position the individual had been interred in. However, a 

scapula was toward the north end of the burial, and an innominate lay 

approximately the correct distance to the south of it, suggesting that the 

individual may have been interred with his head toward the ocean.  Some of the 

skeletal elements were lying on caribou fur, probably a remnant of a caribou 

hide, indicating that the individual had been interred on top of a hide.   

Artifacts recovered from the dark organic at the top of the grave included: 

three burial rocks and a birch bark fragment. Artifacts recovered from within the 

grave proper included: a piece of worked ivory, a chert flake, a possible 

hammer stone, and 20 burial rocks. No radiocarbon dates have yet been run. 
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Figure 91: Burial 08A616.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, green = 
metal, dark blue = chert, light grey = ivory, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and yellow 

= sample locations. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 

08A622 
This “grave” had a log at the north end, and some substantial whalebone 

on the east side.  There are also a number of other whalebone smears in the 

vicinity (see Figure 92). However, not a single human skeletal element was 

recovered, so it is not clear if this was in fact a burial. 

Excavators did note the disturbance in the central area of the feature, so 

it is remotely possible that all of the human remains were somehow removed. It 
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is also possible that this was actually a cenotaph, and the individual was never 

actually buried here.  Artifacts recovered from inside the feature included a 

ground slate blade, a well-fired ceramic body sherd, a sawn piece of ivory, and 

38 burial rocks. 

One C14 date, Beta-251515 (730 ±40), was run on wood from this 

feature. It calibrates to 1210AD-1310AD (89.0%) and 1360AD-1390AD (6.4%). 

 

 

Figure 92: "Burial" 08A622.  Pink = bone, purple = burial rock, green = ceramic, dark blue = 
rhyolite, light grey = ivory, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and yellow = outline of 

organic staining. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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08A625 
This grave contained a juvenile individual.  The physical anthropologist 

places the age at 4-5 years. 

There was no evidence for wood or whalebone forming a frame around 

this grave. The skeleton was relatively complete, although the lower parts of the 

legs were missing. 

Two burial rocks were found in the dark organic matrix overlying the 

individual (see Figure 93). An additional burial rock was found in the grave. 

There was no material suitable for C14 dating in this grave. 

 

Figure 93: Burial 08A625.  Red = human remains, pink = bone/tooth, purple = burial rock, 
green = metal/glass, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and yellow = outline of organic 

staining. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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08BLUF 
 

The cranium of this individual was discovered on the beach below the 

bluff. Excavation was conducted to recover what remained of the individual.  

Age is estimated at 6-8 years old. 

A phalanx, a femur, and some cortex from another femur were recovered 

on the edge of the bluff.  A whalebone fragment and a worked rock were 

recovered nearby, possibly associated with this individual. No material suitable 

for C14 dating was recovered. 

 

08C32 
 
 

The human remains designated as 08C32 are probably at least three 

individuals. One was an adult male, at least 20+ years of age and probably 

much older on the basis of the extreme tooth wear present, one was a juvenile 

8-12 years old, and the third was another adult of unknown sex, 20+ years old. 

Initially, the burial was encountered in a test pit and excavation began. A 

relatively intact, albeit disturbed set of human remains was recovered. However 

additional human remains continued to extend to the northeast and 

consequently expansion of the unit in that direction was felt to be appropriate. 

This expansion continued over the next several days as a thin scatter of human 

remains, commingled with historic midden, continued to occur (see Figure 94).  

The number of human remains encountered seems in excess of that which 
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could be accounted for by the skeletal elements missing from the more 

concentrated burial in the southwest part of the area. 

 

 

Figure 94: 08C32 burial area.  Red = human remains, pink = bone/tooth/antler, purple = 
burial rock, green = metal/glass/leather, light blue = fur, dark blue = chert, a light grey = 
ivory, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and yellow = outline of organic staining. Grid 

squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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The original burial 08C32 did not have any strong evidence of a wood or 

whalebone frame, although two pieces of wood were found on the east side of 

the burial.  The disturbance of the remains made it difficult to be certain, but it 

appears the orientation of the remaining elements present at the head was 

probably originally oriented toward the ocean (see Figure 95). 

One burial rock was recovered from within this burial.   

Two radiocarbon dates have been received for this feature.  Both 

samples appear to have been associated with the main burial. However, one 

sample (08C32-82) was significantly more decayed and it was impossible to 

determine what portion of the tree the sample was drawn from. The second 

sample (08C32-60) was far better preserved, and it was possible to sample the 

outermost rings. The date from this sample is probably more reliable. The date 

on the first sample, Beta-251512, was 970±40 and calibrates to 990AD-1160AD 

(95.4%). The second date, Beta-251509, was 800±40 and calibrates to 

1160AD-1280AD (95.4%).  The two sigma ranges of the two dates do not 

overlap, but rather meet at 1160AD.   
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Figure 95: Burial 08C32.  Red = human remains, purple = burial rock, light blue = fur, dark 
blue = chert, a light grey = ivory, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and yellow = outline 

of organic staining. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 
08D15 

This grave contained the partial skeleton of an adult female, 20+ years of 

age. 

This grave had one sizable piece of wood over the middle. This appears 

to have functioned essentially as a cover. There was one small piece of wood 

at the south end, but otherwise no evidence of any frame of wood or 
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whalebone. However, upon excavation it appeared the individual had been 

interred in a frost crack, which had served to contain the burial.  

Six burial rocks were recovered from the grave.  One C14 date, Beta-

251510 (620±40), was run on wood from this grave. It calibrates to 1280AD-

1410AD (95.4%). 

 

 

Figure 96: Burial 08D15.  .  Red = human remains, pink = bone purple = burial rock, tan = 
wood, and yellow = outline of organic staining and frost crack. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  

North is at the top of page. 
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08D61 
 
 

This burial contained the remains of a fairly complete adult male, 40-55 

years of age. The cranium was missing, although the mandible was present.  

This burial had two small logs present, one on either side of the torso, as 

well as traces of wood on the east side by the legs.  This is the only evidence of 

a frame that was present. A wooden stake had been driven into the ground just 

south of the feet, but it appeared to be better preserved than the wood in the 

grave, and was probably intrusive. 

The individual had been interred lying on the back, with knees bent. The 

arms were bent and the hands were resting on the chest. The head was 

oriented toward the ocean.  Some caribou fur was recovered from below the 

upper leg bones, indicating that the individual had been buried lying on a 

caribou hide (see Figure 97). 

Artifacts recovered from the grave included a chert flake and five burial 

rocks. A piece of clinker was recovered under the fur. One C14 date, Beta-

251507 (680±40), was run on caribou fur from this grave. It calibrates to 

1260AD-1330AD (56.4%) and 1340AD-1400AD (39.0%). 
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Figure 97: Burial 08D61.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, light 
blue = fur, dark blue = chert, black = clinker, light grey = baleen, dark grey = whalebone, 

tan = wood, and yellow = outline of organic staining. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at 
the top of page. 
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08D99 
 

This burial contained disarticulated human remains. They were 

consistent with a single adult of 20+ years of age, probably a female.  The 

grave had a sizable, if poorly-preserved, wood frame on all four sides. On the 

east, one log had a piece of whalebone place against it on the interior. This 

whalebone appeared to have been sawn, and gave the impression of being 

better preserved than the wood, suggesting that it may have been a more 

recent introduction into the feature. 

Despite the sturdy frame, the human remains within were disturbed. 

Excavators noticed a mixture of dark organic matrix and sterile gravel in a 

portion of the interior, suggesting that digging had taken place there at some 

point in the past.  It was possible to roughly define this intrusive pit, which 

contained two pieces of wood, and very little in the way of human remains 

compared to the area to the north of it (see Figure 98). 
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Figure 98: Burial 08D99. Note intrusive pit in the southwest corner, whalebone on right 
side. View North. 

 
 

The disturbance to the human remains made it impossible to determine 

their attitude at burial with any certainty. However, the long bone fragments 

were all on the west side of the burial, and the cranial fragments are 

concentrated on the north end, toward the ocean, so it seems likely that this 

individual was buried in the same orientation as others at Nuvuk (see Figure 

99). 

Artifacts recovered from this burial included: six burial rocks, a ceramic 

sherd and an antler bird dart side prong. The side prong is missing both base 

and tip, what remains of the base is tapering, has no lashing slots and has a 
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small knob on the interior side and a notched area with scarfing on the exterior 

to secure lashing. There are two barbs on the interior side above where it was 

broken.  

One C14 date, Beta-251513 (750±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1200AD-1300AD (94.2%) and 1360AD-1380AD (1.2%). 

 

Figure 99: Burial 08D99.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, light 
blue = fur, green = ceramic, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and yellow = outline of 

organic staining. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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08E87 
 

This grave contained the remains of an adult individual. They appear to 

be those of a female of 40-50 years of age. 

This grave had several pieces of very poorly preserved whalebone 

overlying the individual. One fairly well preserved pole-like piece of wood lay 

athwart the human remains.  

The cranium had been displaced, and had several large holes in it. This 

fact, coupled with the missing forearms and one lower limb, led some of the 

excavators to consider predation by a large carnivore (i.e. a polar bear) as the 

most likely explanation for this state of affairs. However, the pole in the grave 

suggests another possible mechanism for the disturbance and creation of the 

holes, namely, that later occupants of the site were trying to use it as a stake 

and kept poking it through the cranium when they tried to set it up.  The 

individual had been interred on the back, with head oriented toward the ocean. 

From the position of the feet, it would appear that the knees must have been 

bent. The individual had been laid on caribou hide. 
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Figure 100: burial 08E87.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, black = 
antler arrow point, light blue = fur, green = metal, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and 
yellow = outline of organic staining. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 

 

Artifacts recovered from within the grave included: a single barbed antler 

arrow point with a spurred tang, and a burial rock (see Figure 101). Six 

additional burial rocks were recovered from the dark organic immediately above 

the human remains. 
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Figure 101: Antler arrow point in situ. Burial 08E47. 

 
08I50 
 

This burial contained the fairly complete remains of an adult individual. 

They were those of an adult female 40-50 years of age. 

One piece of whalebone was on the west side of the grave. Areas of 

decayed whalebone, which was more of a mush with solid chunks in it, was 

found on the east side of the grave.  It was mapped as one entity.  Another 

smaller piece of whalebone was found at the north end of the grave.  Areas of 

decayed wood were found at the feet. 
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The individual had been laid on the back, with arms bent and hands 

resting on the chest (see Figure 102). The knees were bent, and had fallen to 

the individual's right.  The head was oriented toward the ocean. 

Artifacts recovered from the grave included: six burial rocks. A nail was 

found near the individual's head, but may have been intrusive, as that is the 

area disturbed by the large pole or stake. A number of other stakes were 

recovered from the overlying dark organic material which had covered the 

grave.  It is clear that sometimes subsequent to the burial, this area was used 

for some activity which required the use of stakes, possibly curing of hides. 

One C14 date, Beta-251511 (960±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 990AD-1170AD (95.4%). 
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Figure 102: Burial 08I50. Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, light 
blue = fur, green = metal, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and yellow = outline of 

organic staining. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 
08K4 
 

This feature contained a number of human skeletal elements. They are 

consistent with a single adult of undetermined sex who was 20+ years of age. 

This feature had no evidence for any type of grave structure. It appeared 

to be highly disturbed, with human remains scattered for several meters and 

intermingled with historic artifacts (see Figure 103). The excavators noted that 

the human remains all had traces of a dark organic matrix on them, although 
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they were being excavated from a sandier matrix, and no dark organic level 

was encountered. This would appear to be a secondary burial. 

One C14 date, Beta-251508 (320±40), was run on wood from this 

feature. It calibrates to 1460AD-1650AD (95.4%). The sample was selected 

from the center of the feature, in the vicinity of the long bones. It was recovered 

from underneath the human remains.  This date is one of the latest from the 

Nuvuk cemetery. It is likely that the date represents the date of this secondary 

burial, rather than the age of the individual. It is hoped that this will be resolved 

once direct dating of the remains takes place. 
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Figure 103: Burial 08K4.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, black = 
slate, green = metal, dark grey = whalebone, and tan = wood. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  

North is at the top of page. 

 
08K60 
 

This burial appears to contain the remains of three individuals. One 

individual was a juvenile of 10-11 years of age.  There were also some 

elements of a child of 4-5 years of age, and an adult of undetermined sex who 

was 20+ years of age.   

The burial contained both wood and whalebone. There were several logs 

and the east side, and several pieces of whalebone on the west. No obvious 

frame existed in either north or the south. From the position of the remaining 
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elements, it appears that two individuals may have been interred side by side, 

with knees bent, and heads toward the ocean.   

One C14 date, Beta-251514 (500±40), was run on wood from this grave. 

It calibrates to 1310AD-1350AD  (9.4%) and 1390AD-1460AD (86.0%) 

 

Figure 104: Burial 08K60.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, black = 
slate, green = metal, dark grey = whalebone, and tan = wood. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  

North is at the top of page. 
 

 



366 
 

08O48 
 

This “grave” was similar to 08A622, in that it had many elements of grave 

structure, but contained no human remains.  It had a log at the north end, and 

some areas of whalebone on the east and west sides.  There are also a number 

of other whalebone smears in the vicinity (see Figure 105). However, not a 

single human skeletal element was recovered, so it is not clear if this was in 

fact a burial. 

The feature showed signs of disturbance in the central area.  It is 

remotely possible that all of the human remains were somehow removed. It is 

also possible that this feature was a cenotaph, and the individual was never 

buried here.  Artifacts recovered from inside the feature included: a gut 

fragment and a piece of worked whalebone. 
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Figure 105:  "Burial" 08O48.  Pink= bone, purple = burial rock, green = metal, dark grey = 
whalebone, yellow=gut and other organic material, and tan = wood. Grid squares are 1m x 

1m.  North is at the top of page. 
 

 
08Q60 
 

This burial contained the remains of what appeared to be two individuals, 

an adult female of 20+ years of age and a juvenile of 6-8 years of age.   
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This burial did not have any significant pieces of wood or whalebone 

forming a frame (see Figure 106). It was difficult to define an area of organic 

staining in the field. 

There appears to have been some amount of disturbance to this burial. 

Cranial fragments, including a palate, were found at the north end of the burial, 

with metatarsals at the southern end, suggesting that an individual had been 

interred with the head toward the ocean. However additional cranial fragments, 

including more palate fragments, were found just north of the metatarsals, 

suggesting that another individual may have been present.   
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Figure 106: Burial 08Q60.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, yellow 
= shell, dark grey = whalebone, and tan = wood. Grid squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the 

top of page. 
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S-10 midden 
 
 

This feature is similar to 08C32, in that it appears to represent a 

midden/activity area with a scatter of human remains in it (see Figure 107).  It 

also appears to contain a partially intact burial, which was designated S10 

Midden B.  All the remains appear to be consistent with a single individual of 

20+ years of age. 

The burial has wood on either side, as well as a piece of whalebone to 

the east of and above the human remains (see Figure 108). Several arm bones 

were found within the frame. A piece of caribou fur was recovered from the 

southern end of the frame. 

 The artifacts recovered from this feature include a wide variety of 

contact and post-contact manufacturing debris.  This has contributed to the 

formation of a thin sheet midden. 
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Figure 107: S10 midden area.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, 

light blue = fur, green = metal/glass, light gray = ivory, dark blue = chert, black = slate or 
pyrite, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and yellow = outline of organic staining. Grid 

squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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Figure 108: Burial S 10 midden B.  Red = human remains, pink = bone, purple = burial rock, 

light blue = fur, green = metal/glass, light gray = ivory, dark blue = chert, black = slate or 
pyrite, dark grey = whalebone, tan = wood, and yellow = outline of organic staining. Grid 

squares are 1m x 1m.  North is at the top of page. 
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APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE .CFG FILE FROM NUVUK 
 
 
 
COMPUTER : HP 
EDM : TOPCON COM2 
COM1:1200,E,7,1 
COM2:1200,E,7,1 
 
TEXTFOR : 7 
TEXTBACK : 0 
 
POINTSFILE : NUVUK.DAT 
SQID : YES 
UNITFILE : NUVUNITE.DAT 
UNITFIELDS : UNIT ID SUFFIX LEVEL EXCAVATOR  
SITE : Nuvuk 
PRINTER : NO 
TAMISRATE : .25 
 
PRISMDEF : YELLOW               0.090   0.030 
PRISMDEF : ORANGE               1.407   0.000 
PRISMDEF : LONG                 2.498   0.000 
PRISMDEF : OFFYEL               0.090   0.054 
PRISMDEF : RED                  1.417   0.030 
PRISMDEF : LONGRED              2.455   0.030 
PRISMDEF : TRIPLE               1.428   0.035 
 
DATUMDEF : NUVUK1              440.766  2350.722     5.039    0.000  
DATUMDEF : NUVUK2              350.046  2194.693     5.046    0.000  
DATUMDEF : TEST               -100.000  -100.000     5.000    0.000  
LIMIT : PEATLO RECT  570  2250  730  2300 
LIMIT : NPEAT RECT  530  2300.005  650  2330 
LIMIT : HH RECT  349  2340  408  2387 
LIMIT : DWF RECT  470  2370  490  2387 
LIMIT : FD RECT  470  2300  485  2315 
LIMIT : 08Q60 RECT  434  2345  442  2352 
 
FIELD : SITENAME 
SITENAME : INPUT TEXT 
SITENAME : DEFAULT NUVUK 
SITENAME : PROMPT SITENAME : 
SITENAME : VARLEN 5 
SITENAME : VARLOC 6 1 
 
FIELD : UNIT 
UNIT : INPUT UNIT 
UNIT : PROMPT UNIT : 
UNIT : VARLEN 6 
UNIT : VARLOC 7 1 
 
FIELD : ID 
ID : INPUT TEXT 
ID : DEFAULT 718 
ID : PROMPT ID : 
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ID : VARLEN 5 
ID : VARLOC 8 1 
 
FIELD : SUFFIX 
SUFFIX : INPUT NUMERIC 
SUFFIX : DEFAULT 2 
SUFFIX : PROMPT SUFFIX : 
SUFFIX : VARLEN 10 
SUFFIX : VARLOC 9 1 
 
FIELD : LEVEL 
LEVEL : INPUT MENU 
LEVEL : MENULIST SURF LOOSE BLUFEDG GRAVE SOD DKORGANIC YELLOWSAND 
GRAVEL SANDYGRAV PERMAFROST LPEAT LPD LPF LPB LPC DKSILT/GRV VEG/GRAVEL 
BRNGRAVEL BURROW LPE LPG LOE ICE_LENS EATCONT FEATCONT 0-5 5-10 10-15 
15-20 25-30 20-25 I UNIT3 UNIT2 UNIT2C LPF1 LPF2 UNIT 4 UNIT4A P0718 
LPF3 LPF4 OB CONT 6/7 USAND/GRAV WOOD/S/GR ICECRACK UGRAVEL LGRAVEL  
LEVEL : PROMPT LEVEL : 
LEVEL : VARLEN 10 
LEVEL : VARLOC 10 1 
 
FIELD : RAWMAT 
RAWMAT : INPUT MENU 
RAWMAT : MENULIST CHERT SLATE BONE WOOD BALEEN SANDSTONE ANTLER LEATHER 
CERAMIC OTHER IVORY WHALEBONE FERROUS GLASS PYRITE HR PAPER FEATHER FUR 
PLASTIC CLOTH MEAT METAL CLINKER ROCK TOOTH PEAT COPPER BRASS SHELL JR  
RAWMAT : PROMPT RAWMAT : 
RAWMAT : VARLEN 10 
RAWMAT : VARLOC 11 1 
 
FIELD : CODE 
CODE : INPUT MENU 
CODE : MENULIST POINT BIFACE SHERD FLAKE FRAG STRIP PEG SHAFT SCRAPER 
WHETSTONE LABRET CORDAGE BEAD DRILL BLADE BONE OTHER WORKED ROCK BODY 
HARPOON GRAVE ARTIC NAIL TOPO WIRE CASING TOOTH SPIKE BULLET KEY NUT 
FCR SAMPLE POST CHIP BUCKET LOG  
CODE : PROMPT CODE : 
CODE : VARLEN 10 
CODE : VARLOC 12 1 
 
FIELD : COMMENT 
COMMENT : INPUT TEXT 
COMMENT : PROMPT COMMENT : 
COMMENT : VARLEN 30 
COMMENT : VARLOC 13 1 
 
FIELD : EXCAVATOR 
EXCAVATOR : INPUT MENU 
EXCAVATOR : MENULIST AMJ DOR LLST JL ML DP BF KB OKM KLF JMA TM SK CA 
SL CH CG DJG AMZ JCT SMO VLS HAI PC EMC BEO NJH AMK CJR KAK KCT  
EXCAVATOR : PROMPT EXCAVATOR : 
EXCAVATOR : VARLEN 5 
EXCAVATOR : VARLOC 14 1 
 
FIELD : PRISM 
PRISM : INPUT INSTRUMENT 
PRISM : PROMPT PRISM : 
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PRISM : VARLEN 10 
PRISM : VARLOC 15 1 
 
FIELD : X 
X : INPUT INSTRUMENT 
X : PROMPT X : 
X : VARLEN 10 
X : VARLOC 16 1 
 
FIELD : Y 
Y : INPUT INSTRUMENT 
Y : PROMPT Y : 
Y : VARLEN 10 
Y : VARLOC 17 1 
 
FIELD : Z 
Z : INPUT INSTRUMENT 
Z : PROMPT Z : 
Z : VARLEN 10 
Z : VARLOC 18 1 
 
FIELD : DATE 
DATE : INPUT TEXT 
DATE : PROMPT DATE : 
DATE : VARLEN 8 
DATE : VARLOC 19 1 
 
FIELD : TIME 
TIME : INPUT TEXT 
TIME : PROMPT TIME : 
TIME : VARLEN 8 
TIME : VARLOC 20 1 
 
FIELD : HANGLE 
HANGLE : INPUT TEXT 
HANGLE : PROMPT HANGLE : 
HANGLE : VARLEN 10 
HANGLE : VARLOC 21 1 
 
FIELD : VANGLE 
VANGLE : INPUT TEXT 
VANGLE : PROMPT VANGLE : 
VANGLE : VARLEN 10 
VANGLE : VARLOC 22 1 
 
FIELD : SLOPED 
SLOPED : INPUT TEXT 
SLOPED : PROMPT SLOPED : 
SLOPED : VARLEN 10 
SLOPED : VARLOC 23 1 
 
 

 


