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IX  ARCHAEOLOGICAL CORRELATES OF SEASONAL 
SU BSISTEN C E STRATEGIES

E t h n o g r a p h i c  and environmental data 
have been used to recons tru c t  traditional 
Tahltan subsistence and settlement patterns.  
T h is  section summarizes seasonal subsistence 
strategies and th e  archaeologica l  remains

expected to be found at di f ferent types of  
s i t e s  o c c u p i e d .  The  seasonal model of 
subsistence ac tiv it ie s  forms th e  basis for 
discussing factors  affecting th e  format ion 
and visibility of archaeological sites.

S ite  Form ation Processes

A r c h a e o l o g i c a l  remains represent th e  
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  of  energy t h r o u g h  th e  
c u l t u r a l  s y s t e m .  T h e  f l o w  of  energy 
transform at ion result ing from procurement, 
processing, storage, consumption, and discard 
of wastes can be i llustrated in a behavioral 
c h a i n  model  ( S c h i f f e r  1976) .  T a b l e  13 
presents a behaviora l  chain model for the 
tradi t ional  T a h l ta n  salmon p r o c u r e m e n t  
strategy,  which has been studied in greatest 
detail.

Several factors related to the formation 
of sites associated with the procurement and 
processing of salmon become evident upon 
examination of the model. The complex and 
sophisticated technology traditionally used 
for the procurement of salmon leaves l i t t l e  
or no evidence in the archaeological record, 
since tools  and f a c i l i t i e s  were a l l  made of 
organic materials. The most visible remains 
associated with fishing activities result from 
tools and faci li ties used for processing and 
storage of salmon.

T h e  greatest  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  of  l i t h i c  
remains are produced by manufacture and 
use of small f lakes  for butcher ing knives 
in processing a c t i v i t i e s  c a r r ie d  o u t  by 
women as described above in chapter 6, and 
suggested by F l e n n i k e n  ( 1 9 8 0 ) .  Since 
smokehouses served as living quarters and as 
f a c i l i t i e s  for process ing s a lm o n ,  f l o o r s  
w i t h i n  t h e s e  s t r u c t u r e s  were s w e p t  
regular ly  of  a c c u m u l a t e d  d e b r is .  I t  is 
expected, therefore, that l i thic  debris would 
be located in or near hearths, against walls  
or ju s t  outside of smokehouse floor spaces.

N o t a b l e  s m o k e h o u s e  features  which

w o u l d  be  f o u n d  as r e m a i n s  i n  an 
archaeological context are clearly v i s ib le  in 
th e  f loorp lans  of older smokehouses No. 1 
and 4, shown in Figures 5 0 and 51. These 
features include rock o u t l in e s  w ith  larger 
f l a t  rocks  serving as foundations  for the 
major support posts and wall base. In the 
case of smokehouse No. 1, wal l  poles  sit  
directly on a large base log, while in No. 4 
poles sit in the ground outside of the base 
log, so th a t  t h e i r  p o s i t i o n s  w o u l d  be 
marked by post moulds archaeologically.

Hearth  areas are generally located in the 
middle of each of th e  four  corners in the 
large houses, although they are also located 
in areas  b e t w e e n .  T he re  is no regular 
effort made to remove and deposi t  hearth 
ash outside  th e  house,  so th a t  d e p o s i t s  
o f ten  b u i l d  up in the hearths and become 
sca ttered  and t ra m p le d  in to  t h e  e a r th  f l o o r .

Plans were a lso  drawn for th e  remains 
of two former smokehouse structures.  The  
f l o o i p l a n ,  shown in Figure  52, represents 
the remains of a smokehouse  at least  40 
years old which was torn down a few years 
ago. Scattered hearth ash is clearly visible 
on th e  surface,  and th ere  is not yet any 
vegetation growth on th e  f lo o r  area. The 
f l o o r p l a n  in  F i g u r e  53 r e p re s e n ts  the 
remains of  a s m o k e h o u s e  s t r u c t u r e  of 
unknown age. T he  rock o u t l in e  o f  t h e  
s t r u c t u r e  is  c l e a r l y  apparent a l th o u g h  
patches of grass and herbs  and two small 
pine trees have developed inside th e  area. 
A l t h o u g h  w i n d b l o w n  s i l t s  have  been 
deposited on the floor area, slight traces of 
hearth ash can s t i l l  be detected.
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Table 13. Behavioral Chain Model for Salmon.

Activity Location Social Unit Tools/Facilities Time/Frequency Expected Remains

procurement river bank 2-4 men of each 
household

weirs, traps 
gaffs, spears

2-4 hr/day

gutting river bank women obsidian knives av. 3-7 min/ 
fish

obsidian blades 
flakes

transport river bank to men/women/ 
smokehouse children

branch av. 2 min/ 
fish

—

cook/consume 
fresh fish

smokehouse or 
outdoor 
hearth

women obsidian knives 
wooden stakes 
bark baskets 
boiling stones

30 min/meal obsidian flakes 
hearth/burnt 
bones/boiling 
stones

splitting
fish

smokehouse 2-4 women of 
each
household

obsidian knives 5-10 min/fish 
2-4 hr/day

obsidian blades/ 
flakes 

scales/smal1 
bones

gather/cut 
f i rewood

vicinity of 
smokehouse

men/women/
children

axe 1 hr/day lost or broken 
axe

tend fires 
and monitor 
fish

smokehouse women hearths 1 hr/day hearths

pack fish in 
bundles

smokehouse women willow ropes several hours 
end of season

--

prepare
storage
pits

vicinity of 
village

men/women/ 
chiIdren

wooden hoes 
axes

several hours 
end of season

pits

transport
fish

smokehouse to men/women 
storage pits

tumplines several hours 
end of season

--
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Figure 52. Floorplan of smokehouse remains A2 Figure 53. Floorplan of smokehouse remains A1
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Analysis of soil samples co l le c te d  from 
f l o o r s  of  several smokehouse  s t ru c t u re s  
along the S t ik in e  River indicate that these 
consist of windblown silts  mixed with river 
deposited s i l t y  sands derived mainly from 
b a s a l t ,  s c h i s t ,  and q u a r t z i t e  r o c k s .  
Sediments range in c o lo u r  from very dark 
grey brown to  y e l lo w i s h  brown (Munsell 
codes lO Y R  3/2 and lO Y R  5/4). Surface 
sediments become crusted  with  c o n s t a n t  
dripping of oils out of the fish during the 
drying process ,  and s u b s e q u e n t ly  become 
c o m p a c t e d  in  t h i n  l a y e r s .  A l t h o u g h  
chemical  analysis was not carried out, it is 
expected t h a t  p h o s p h a te s ,  r e su l t ing  from 
th e  breakdown of these f a t ty  d e p o s i t s ,  
would become concentrated in the soil floor 
with increased amount of fish processed and 
length of time the structure was used.

Observat ions  on butcher ing  practices ,  
preparat ion and consumption of fresh fish 
during t h e  s u m m e r ,  and p r o c e s s i n g  of 
salmon for drying and storage, as described 
in Chapter 6, indicate minimal deposition of 
fish bones in processing areas or facilities. 
Soil  analysis revealed that small quanti t ie s  
of  bone fragments 2mm or smaller in size 
are trampled into smokehouse  f loors,  along 
w ith  f i sh  scales.  F i s h  scales f o u n d  in 
archaeological context could yield such data 
as species taken ,  age and size of  fish,  and 
season of procurement.

Cache pits,  used for storing dried salmon 
and oth er  p r e s e r v e d  f o o d s ,  are h i g h l y

visible in archaeological context. Located in 
the vicinity of major camps and villages, as 
seen in the maps presented in Appendix 4, 
cache p i t s  average 2.5 by 1.5 by 1 m in 
size. Salmon processed in th e  traditional 
smokehouse, occupied by an extended family 
of about  2 5 people,  were stored in several 
pits.  Thorman (n.d.)  noted th a t  the bark 
lining and other forest materials used in the 
pits were often burned after food had been 
removed from them. Charcoal preserved in 
excavated p it s  would  provide a means of 
dating use of these pits and occup at ion  of  
sites in which they are found.

A c t i v i t i e s  r e l a t e d  to  p r o c u r e m e n t ,  
processing,  and s to r a g e  o f  salmon were 
dispersed over a relatively large area w ith in  
t h e  v il lage .  Older e thnographic  f ishing 
villages (examples are presented in Appendix 
4) w i t h  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  e v i d e n c e  o f  
p re h is to r ic  occupation, have an average size 
of 400 m in length  by 100 m in w idth .  
O f t e n  s e p a r a t e  s i t e s  r e c o r d e d  d u r i n g  
archaeologica l  survey represent d if ferent 
activity areas which formed part of a single 
village.

Table 14 summarizes th e  archaeological  
remains expected to be found at different 
types of sites occupied during the seasonal 
round of s u b s i s t e n c e  a c t i v i t i e s .  T h i s  
seasonal model of subsistence and settlement 
strategies forms th e  basis for  presenting 
some general comments on factors  affec ting 
site formation and visibi li ty.

F a cto rs  A ffecting V isib ility  of A rchaeological Remains

Summer f ishing villages, as discussed in 
detail above, are among the largest and most 
v i s i b l e  si tes  occupied d u r in g  t h e  y e a r .  
A b u n d a n t  food resources a l lowed larger 
groups of  pe op le  to aggregate for  longer 
periods of t im e a t  summer and w in t e r  
v i l lages .  Permanent shelters and facilities 
for processing and storing large quantities of 
resources at major camps and vil lages  are 
highly visible in the archaeological record.

S in ce  most of the material culture  used 
by t h e  T a h l t a n  was made o f  organic

materials, site visibility also depends on the 
accumulation of l i thic  materials from stone 
t o o l  use over many years.  T h e  greatest  
concentration of  s t o n e  t o o l s  and debris  
results  from butchering and processing f i sh ,  
meat,  and hides in vic in ity  of  hab ita t io n  
s t r u c t u r e s  at  m a jo r  c a m p s .  O b s i d i a n  
quarries and camps where l i t h i c  reduct ion 
ac tiv it ie s  take  place ,  such as those in the 
Mount Edziza area, also yield highly visible 
concentrations of l i t h i c  materials (Fladmark 
19 82). Tahltan elders indicate that obsidian 
was co l le c te d  during late summer-early fall
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hunting expeditions in alpine areas.
T he  procurement  o f  p l a n t  resources ,  

smaller mammals and birds, or k i l l  s ites of 
individual  large game animals leave l i t t le  or 
no l i t h i c  or f a u n a l  e v i d e n c e  in  t h e  
archaeological record. S m al l  mammals and 
birds are taken back to camp whole  for 
processing. Although large game animals are 
skinned and butchered into major sections at 
the k i l l  s i te ,  a l l  parts  are transported to 
the campsite and put to some use.

T ei t  (n.d.) indicates t h a t  t h e r e  were 
s t r i c t  regulations concerning the disposition 
of bones. Form er ly ,  bones of salmon and 
most animals were not given to  h u n t i n g  
dogs. Dogs e ither  foraged for birds and 
r a b b i t s  or were given choice pieces of meat 
as a reward after a k i l l .  Bones from large 
animals were used f o r  m a n u f a c t u r i n g  a 
variety of  too ls  and implements. Bones of 
animals such as beaver,  lynx,  marmots, and 
bear were either disposed of  in water or 
were b u rn t  in th e  campfire.  In a boreal 
forest environment with  acid solids,  where 
bone preservation is generally very poor,  
t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  b u r n i n g  b o n e s  in  t h e  
c a m p f i r e  w o u l d  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e i r  
preservation in archaeological context. Dried 
fish and meat were often exchanged between 
groups and transported to the next seasonal 
camp. Bones from these  foods were often 
thus deposited in different sites from which 
they were procured or processed.

The costs of transporting materials  and 
to o l  k i t s  from one camp to another was 
l imited by caching behavior. Many artifacts 
having specif ic  fu n ct ions ,  such as fishing 
nets and weights, and other i tems referred 
to as site furniture (Binford 19 79) were left  
at  c am p s  f rom  one season to  th e  next .

Observations and accounts indicate that at 
larger s i t es ,  which were reoccupied on a 
yearly basis, there is often la tera l  sh if t ing  
of  s i t e  use  over time. F re q u en t ly  new 
structures are b u i l t  a s h o r t  distance from 
old ones which are then used as caching or 
storage facilities for a time. The cutting of 
trees for construction or firewood at larger 
sites render these highly  v i s ib le  for many 
years af ter  abandonment. S u c h  s ites  are 
easily detected f rom  t h e  air or th rou g h  
aerial photography interpretation.

Various types of sites are ranked below 
according to th e i r  degree of  archaeological 
v is ib i l i ty .  T h e  order is from greatest to 
least visibility.

1. H i s t o r i c  v i l l a g e s  and cam ps w i t h  
standing structures

2. Villages and camps w ith  metals  from 
historic/protohistoric occupation

3. Q u a r r y  s i t e s  s u c h  as t h o s e  in Mt.  
Edziza area

4. Camp sites in q u a r r y  vicinity where 
reduction activities take place

5. Major f i shing vil lages,  o c c u p ie d  fo r  
extended p e r i o d s  of  t im e  by large 
numbers of people

6. Trading camps occupied by large groups 
of  pe op le ,  generally at lo c a t io n s  of  
resource abundance (may coincide with 5 
or 7)

7. M a jor  w in t e r  c am p s ,  o c c u p i e d  f o r  
extended periods of time

8. Seasonal camps of one to several weeks 
occupation, eg. at fishing lakes, marmot 
snaring camps at timberline

9. Trail networks
10. Temporary camps
11. Other plant procurement or k i l l  sites
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Table 14. Archaeological Correlates of Seasonal Subsistence Strategies.

Season/Length Site Type/ 
of Occupation Location

Social Unit/ 
Group size

Structures/
Facilities

Tools/
Implements

Faunal
Remains

mid June- 
mid Aug.
8 weeks

fishing villages 
major salmon 
rivers

several
extended
families
100-150

smokehouse 
found, or post 
moulds
hearths/pits for 
process, cooking 
and storage

axes/hammer-
stones
adzes/obsidian 
flakes, knives 
boiling stones

fish scales 
salmon, beaver 
trout, hare, 
deer

several
hrs/day

plant 
gathering 
sites/vicinity 
of village

6-10 women 
and
children

mid Aug.- 
mid Sept. 
3-4 weeks

camps at 
timberline

extended
family
15-25

outlines of 
lean-to shelters 
post mould of 
drying racks 
hearths, storage 
pits

axes/adzes 
hammerstones 
obsidian flakes 
knives
boiling stones

marmots, 
gopher, sheep 
goat, bear 
caribou, ptar
migan, salmon 
scales and 
bones

several
hrs/day

berry gathering 
sites/vicinity 
of camps

6-10 women 
and children

-- — —

one-several
days

temporary camps 
kill sites/ 
alpine meadows

2-8 men and 
boys

hearths obsidian knives
projectile
points

sheep, goats 
caribou, bear

several
hrs/day

obsidian quarries/ 
alpine ridges

several men — hammerstones/ 
extensive 
lithic scatters

—

Sept.-Oct. 
4-6 weeks

base camps 
subalpine valleys

1-2 extended 
families

outlines of lean- 
to shelters/post 
moulds of drying 
racks/hearths/pits 
for soaking and 
smoking hides/ 
storage pits

axes/adzes/hide 
dressing tools/ 
obsidian flakes 
and knives 
boiling stones 
hammerstones 
mortar stones

caribou, bear, 
moose, sheep, 
goat

several
hrs/day

caribou fences/ 
vicinity of camp

men and women 
of several 
families

fence lines axes, obsidian 
knives, spear 
points

—
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Table 14 (continued).

Season/Length Site Type/ Social Unit/ Structures/ Tools/ Faunal
of Occupation Location Group size Facilities Implements Remains

one-several temporary camps 2-8 men and hearths obsidian knives sheep, goats,
days kill sites/alpine boys projectile bear, caribou,

meadows subalpine 
forest

points moose

2-4 weeks fishing camps/ 1-2 extended lean-to shelters net weights salmon,
lakes, streams families drying racks whitefish,

hearths char

Nov. -early winter villages 2-4 extended double lean-to as base camps caribou,
April forested valleys families shelters/as base above moose, fish,

close to caribou 50-100 camps above hare, birds,
fences beaver, lynx,

porcupine,
marten

one-several temporary camps 2-8 men and hearths obsidian knives moose, caribou
days kill sites/sub- boys projectile hare, beaver

alpine and boreal 
forest

points, axes

mid April- camps on lakes extended lean-to shelters axes/adzes net trout, gray-
May 4-6 weeks and streams family drying racks weights obsidian ling, water-

15-25 hearths, roasting, flakes, knives fowl, hare,
cooking pits boiling stones grouse, 

beaver, bear

one-several temporary camps 2-8 men and hearths obsidian knives bear, beaver
days kill sites boys projectile

points
waterfowl

May-June plant gathering 6-10 women -  - flake knives --
several sites/vicinity of and children
hrs/day camps

several bark gathering several men, - - flake knives --

hrs/day sites/vicinity of women and
camps and villages children
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Conclusions

E t h n o a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  a p p r o a c h e s  can 
provide an understanding of the dynamics of 
hunter-gatherer subs is tence  behaviour and 
site formation processes. These fac tors  are 
seen as e s s e n t i a l  f o r  i n t e r p r e t i n g  th e  
significance of  d if ferent p re h is to r ic  sites 
within the overa l l  pattern  of  subs is tence  
and se tt lement strategies. The availability 
of salmon in th e  S t i k i n e  Plateau area, a 
reliable resource which c ou ld  be procured 
and stored in large quantities, provided the 
T a h l t a n  w i t h  a means of  c o p in g  w i th  
periods of scarcity which other Athapaskan 
groups occupying Arctic  drainages did not 
have.

A problem for futu re  research would be 
to determine how ear ly these  subs is tence  
p a t te rn s  are valid .  As few areas of th e  
S t i k i n e  P l a t e a u  have  been  in vestigated 
archaeolo gica lly , th i s  issue  has not been

resolved.  However,  excavations conducted 
by Magne (19 82) and S m i t h  (19 70) suggest 
th at  th e  pattern s  re c o n s t ru c te d  in  t h i s  
study extend back at least  a few hundred 
years. P a le o e n v i r o n m e n t a l  s tu dies  have 
indicated that small scale changes in cl imate 
have occurred and th a t  alpine  glaciers in 
th e  Mt.  Edziza area have advanced s h o r t  
distances f rom  t h e i r  p r e s e n t  l o c a t i o n s  
( S o u t h e r  p e r s .  c o m m .) .  As a r e s u l t ,  
ecological zones may have shifted and plant 
and animal p o p u la t io n s  p r o b a b ly  varied. 
Research in the Tahltan  area has indicated 
t h a t  t h e  s u b s i s t e n c e  and s e t t l e m e n t  
strategies u t i l i z e d  p r o v i d e d  a means of 
coping with  resource  f l u c t u a t i o n s .  I t  is 
t h u s  suggested that similar patterns of land 
use may have been operating in the area for 
several thousand years.


