
rounds of ammunition for 50 and 30 calibre machine guns. The 
materials recovered at the site include pieces of the aluminum skin  
of the fuselage, instrument parts, and exploded ordnance.  Many 
different raw materials are represented, including rubber, glass, 
aluminum, and iron.  From an archaeological perspective this site 
represents a worst case scenario, that is, an aircraft that exploded 
and burned on impact, followed by salvage and looting.  Even so, a 
great number of identifiable specimens were recovered, along with 
information on the preservation of a wide range of materials.  
 
 

 
Figure 1: Surface recovery of artifacts from Ventura 2169 crash site. 

(Deal) 
 

 
Figure 2: A Ventura aircraft landing at Torbay Airport (NAC/ANC: PA141394) (Deal) 

 
The Labrador Toponymy Project and its 

Relevance to Archaeologists 
Peter Armitage1

 
On the pictorial wings of placenames imaginations soar 
– Keith Basso, 1988:123. 
 

Some people may consider toponymic research to be a quaint 
pastime of no practical use and a waste of money (Wonders, 
1987:113). However, the merits of conducting such research are 
increasingly clear to many anthropologists, archaeologists, biologists, 
geographers, land use managers, and linguists interested in language 
and the social construction of space and the ways that Aboriginal 
people organize land use with the aid of toponyms (e.g. Andrews, et  
 
 
                                                           

                                                          

1 Wolverine & Associates Inc., PO Box 1441, Stn.C, St. John’s, Newfoundland, 
A1C 5N8 

 
 
 
al. 1998; Denton, 2005; Kari, 1989; Rankama, 1993).  Across 
Canada, various Aboriginal groups have embarked upon toponymy 
studies because they value the historic, cultural connection to the 
land that toponyms provide, and because they fear that this 
connection will be lost due to sedentarization and a breakdown in  
the intergenerational transmission of land-based knowledge (e.g. 
McHalsie, 2001).2  
 

 
2 Throughout Canada, toponymy has been given a low priority in land use and 
occupancy research, the purpose of which is to document the geographic extent of 
land use for the purpose of land claims negotiations.  The priority in such research 
has been to document the spatial footprint of economic behaviour in the form of 
hunting, trapping, fishing, gathering, and associated travel.  Toponyms are viewed 
more as cultural epiphenomena than as an essential methodological component of 
the research, and a key part of Aboriginal symbolic-political appropriation of the 
landscape. 



In the case of the Labrador Innu, comprehensive knowledge of 
toponyms now resides in the minds of only a dozen or so older 
people, mostly unilingual Innu-aimun speakers, who spent large 
portions of their lives in the country.  Generating a reliable 
inventory of Innu toponyms is evidently a high priority, given the 
current demography of expert knowledge, which is why José 
Mailhot (a Montreal-based ethnolinguist), Marguerite MacKenzie (a 
Memorial University linguist), and I decided to mount the “Labrador 
Toponymy Project” (LABTOP).  
 
Project description 
LABTOP’s aim is to complete a large database of Labrador Innu 
toponyms so that they can be submitted to the Geographical Names 
Board of Newfoundland and Labrador, assist educators in the 
development of school geography curriculum, provide toponyms for 
an eventual Akamiuapishku (Mealy Mountains) National Park, and 
facilitate land use management and environmental research by Innu 
and non-Innu researchers, land use planners and managers. The 
completion of the toponymy work will fill in many blank spots on 
the map of Labrador, and will thereby contribute significantly to the 
geographic heritage of the province and Canada as a whole.  The 
finalized toponyms will also be of practical use to archaeologists, as I 
explain below. 
 
The LABTOP project is well advanced. One hundred and ninety-
five digital base maps of Labrador at 1:50,000 scale have been 
prepared on which the finalized toponyms will be recorded. The 
study area covered by these maps comprises the region from the 
headwaters of the St. Augustin River in the southeast, to Lac Brulé 
in the southwest, to Michikamau Lake in the west, to the headwaters 
of the Fraser River in the northwest, to Nain in the northeast, and 
Rigolet in the east. 
 
The project relies heavily on various toponym datasets that were 
collected as far back as 1975, and as such is not starting from 
scratch.  Much of the work has focused on a large dataset called 
“LAMAP” which includes names collected on maps at 1:50,000 
scale in 1980. This is the most comprehensive set of Innu toponyms 
recorded.  Toponyms in other datasets were mapped at 1:250,000 
scale, but as in the case of LAMAP, they were collected by 
researchers who were not conversant in the consistent spelling 
system, and were not linguistically enough aware to translate them 
accurately. The exact locations of many of the toponyms are also 
uncertain, and must be georeferenced precisely for the purpose of 
officialization.  In 1994, Mailhot supervised a more rigorous effort 
to collect toponyms in the Sheshatshiu area that generated a good 
number of reliable names in terms of their spelling, meaning, and 
georeferencing (Mailhot, 1995).  
 
The toponyms from all of these datasets have now been compared 
and georeferenced, their spellings and meanings clarified and 
standardized whenever possible, and problematic names starred for 
fieldwork validation.  Names from the Sheshatshiu region were 
validated during a three week period in November 2005, and 
additional fieldwork is scheduled for Natuashish in March, 2006.3  
Once this validation work is completed, and revised or new data 
processed, a community consultation concerning the standardization 
of the toponym spellings and other issues will be held. 
 

                                                           

                                                          

3 Validation work is being conducted with the assistance of Innu co-researchers 
Jean-Pierre Ashini, Gerry Pasteen, Basile Penashue, and Tony Penashue. 

At the end of the project, a digital database of toponyms, map atlas 
and report will be submitted to the Innu Nation. Presumably, at that 
point, the organization will be able to share the project results with 
the Geographical Names Board of Newfoundland and Labrador and 
other parties.  The Innu will then be in a position to develop various 
products such as a toponymy website that educate the public at large 
and promote the use of Innu toponyms in Labrador. 
 
Why should toponyms be of interest to archaeologists? 
As Hanks and Winter note in the case of Dene names in the 
Northwest Territories, toponyms, “like archaeological sites, are 
byproducts of past behaviour.  The collection and study of place 
names may assist the archaeologist doing survey in gaining a greater 
understanding of the relationship between behaviour and 
archaeological remains” (1983:49).  Toponyms serve as mnemonics 
of contemporary and historic land use for Aboriginal people (see 
Basso, 1988; Fair, 1997). Although they are archived in rapidly 
shrinking oral traditions, toponyms continue to provide portals to 
vast quantities of memory about particular places on the landscape.4 
For this reason, they can give clues to historic and possibly pre-
contact land use and resource locations, thereby focusing 
archaeologists on places holding great historic resource potential.   
 
Keith (2000:30) points out that the “geographic terms in 
geographical/literal-descriptive toponyms are demonstrative of a 
culture’s geographic concepts.” Toponyms often encode descriptive 
environmental and geographic information that remind Aboriginal 
people of locations rich in wildlife resources (Legat, et al., 2001; 
Mailhot, 1995). An example from the Innu corpus is Kukamessat 
kataht, meaning “Where There Are Lake Trout.” Other toponyms 
reference historical and religious events (McHalsie, 2001:135; Saladin 
d’Anglure, 2004). An Innu toponym with great religious significance 
is Tshishkuetutsheunnu-minishtiku, an island named after an old shaman 
called Tshishkuetutsheunnu. One day, the old shaman was chased 
by a homicidal cannibal monster called Atshen. He managed to 
escape by hiding on this island and performing a shaking tent.    
 
Innu toponyms are at times paired in such a way as to reflect Innu 
hydrographic concepts in that primary toponyms for lakes give their 
names to secondary ones, namely, rivers and brooks.  Mishikamau 
(1°) and Mishikamau-shipu (2°), Ashuapun (1°) and Ashuapun-shipu (2°), 
Nekanakau (1°) and Nekanakau-shipu (2°) are a few examples where 
the addition of the term “-shipu” speaks of a river flowing out of a 
lake at its headwaters (Mailhot, 1995:15). A similar naming principle, 
called “clustering,” has been noted in Alaskan Athabaskan (Kari, 
1989:135), Saami and Finnish toponymy (Rankama, 1993:58).5  
 
Travel across the landscape, way-finding, and the communication of 
travel routes are greatly facilitated by toponyms because the names 
are linked to shared narratives about, and cognitive maps of, 
landmarks and other geographic entities along the routes (see Jett, 
1997:491).  Occasionally, the names encode descriptions of past 
environmental events such as forest fires, the traces of which may 
no longer be obvious to the eye (e.g. Kauipushkakamat - Burnt Area 
Lake).  
 
Some toponyms record significant life events such as births, deaths 
and burial locations, where people camped, or places where canoe-

 
4 I mean “landscape” in a broader sense including terrestrial and marine 
topographies. 
5 “Clusters are groups of place-names which are located adjacent to each other and 
which have one or more elements in common” (Rankama, 1993:58).  
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making, salmon spearing, trapping, porcupine singeing and other 
forms of “economic behaviour” transpired.  Ashtunekamiku, the Innu 
name for Snegamook Lake,6 is one example. Based on the verb 
ashtunu (he or she makes a canoe), the name refers to a canoe-
building shelter. The name is evidently an old one as it appears in 
the Jesuit Relations for 1643-44 as Astouregamigoukh (Thwaites, 
1906:155).7

 
Another example is Tshishennish kapimishinit meaning “Where 
Tshishennish is Buried.” Tshishennish is the Innu name of a man 
called Joseph Tshishennish who was buried on the northwest shore 
of Ashtunekamiku in 1926. After his death, Innu relatives transported 
a marble cross up rivers and brooks, across lakes and portages, all 
the way from Sheshatshiu to the site. The cross is now a prominent 
landmark at the lake (see Paddon, 1989:228). 
 
For archaeologists doing ethnoarchaeological research using the 
map biography method, a toponymic basemap is absolutely 
necessary in order to assist Aboriginal experts and interpreters in 
translating the cognitive collages8 of land use into the two 
dimensional world of the paper NTS map with its often confusing 
contour lines and other cartographic conventions.9 In this context, 
the mapped toponyms serve as anchor points, well-known points of 
departure for marking travel routes, harvest locations, burial 
locations, and other data on the maps.  Without a well-prepared 
toponymic layer, researchers run a serious risk of erroneously 
georeferencing spatial data.  Worse, it may be impossible to locate 
land use activities on the maps without trustworthy, georeferenced 
toponyms to serve as reference points.10

 
In summary, toponyms constitute important intellectual 
infrastructure for the conduct of research on present, past, and pre-
contact land use in the north. They are essential tools in the toolkit 
of any researcher conducting ethnoarchaeology using the map 
biography technique.  Furthermore, they provide insights into the 
symbolic practices, cosmologies, and ideologies that shape 
Aboriginal land use and tenure11 that can help archaeologists with 

                                                           
6 The official name, Snegamook, is a loan word from Innu-aimun.  
7 Ben Andrew of Sheshatshiu gets the credit for spotting this reference which he 
brought to the attention of José Mailhot.  
8 The term “cognitive collage” refers to complex mental representations of the 
natural environment including mental imagery of landmarks and other geographic 
features, culturally-derived models of topographic organization (e.g. rivers run in 
linear directions, upstream and downstream), memories of maps and travel routes, 
recall of verbal directions, etc. (see Tversky, 1993:14).   
9 One cannot assume cartographic literacy on the part of expert informants.  Innu 
women, in general, cannot read maps. Nowadays, many elderly male informants 
have greatly impaired vision and cannot read maps either. As a result, researchers 
and translators are completely dependent upon verbal descriptions of landscape 
and travel which require good comprehension of specialized geographic 
terminology in both English/French and the Aboriginal language on the part of the 
translator. The latter is also required to have a good knowledge of cartographic 
symbology, and an aptitude for translating visually-based narratives into 
cartographic representations of land forms and land use. This is a complex 
cultural-cognitive process which should not be ignored by researchers.  
10 Map biography expert, Toby Tobias, says that the vast majority of Aboriginal 
informants who participated in his land use and occupancy surveys spoke English 
or French, and could read maps. Moreover, they used the official toponyms on 
NTS maps to way-find during the interviews. Although, detailed toponymic work 
was not required in preparation for his research, his informants did require a 
certain number of toponymic anchor points on the NTS maps in order to facilitate 
way-finding. Tobias acknowledges that a more detailed  toponymic basemap may 
be required where informants speak only their Aboriginal language and cannot 
read maps (personal communication, January 2006). 
11 “Place names aid in the appropriation of landscape by an Aboriginal society. 
Naming is a creative process that anchors a society to a specific geographical area 

investigations into contemporary and historic land use, and with 
extrapolations to the people associated with pre-contact cultural 
complexes. 
 
When completed, the LABTOP database and map atlas will give 
archaeologists access to a reliable inventory of toponyms for 
research and provide inspiration when giving new names to 
archaeological sites in Labrador. The database will include English 
translations and explanations of Innu toponyms as well as accurate 
georeferencing. 
 

 
Memekueshu-nipi - Cave Creature Lake, in the Akamiuapishku (Mealy 

Mountains) area of Labrador (photo courtesy Parks Canada). 
 

Naming archaeological sites 
With respect to naming sites, most archaeologists now subscribe to a 
praise-worthy informal policy of using Aboriginal names, rather than 
imposing Euro-centric ones on the landscape. These names are 
often generated through consultations with Aboriginal co-
researchers who are most likely to be semi-literate in their own 
languages (at best). The end result is a mishmash of misspelled and 
misunderstood Aboriginal “archeonyms” that point to the current 
symbolic role of written Innu-aimun and Inuktitut in Labrador, but 
which serve little practical purpose in terms of promoting literacy in 
Aboriginal languages or appreciation by younger Aboriginal people 
of their territory and history.12 Recent examples of misinformed 
naming of Innu-related sites include Innush mak Mitta, Tshimiteu 
Tshimikeishkan, Pitshuantshuap mak Utta, Tashunan, Matakuap, 
Tetauanashk, Minuat Kutsk Tashunakan, Shkashkueikantshuap, Keupash-
nipi, Tshiashkuenshits Kuanatimiu, Ushpitun, Pmiusiku, and 
Tshumushumapeu (Provincial Archaeology Office Site Database for 
Labrador, 2004). How many people in the archaeological 
community can make sense of these names? Can Innu people 
themselves make sense of them? 
 
One solution to the current bordel is for archaeologists to support the 
application of a standard, consistent Innu spelling system, rather 
                                                                                                           
and acts to integrate the group socially, implying collective rights, privileges and 
stewardship. In addition, it broadcasts these territorial limits and implications to 
adjacent societies” (Keith, 2000:27). 
12 See Mailhot (1985) for a discussion about Innu literacy. “Large amounts of 
energy, talent, and resources are…expended in producing a literature that has little 
real effect on Montagnais literacy.  In addition, a large part of the present day 
Montagnais literature is, above all, of purely symbolic value” (p.24). The state of 
affairs among the Labrador Innu is no different today than it was 20 years ago 
when Mailhot published this paper. 
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than relying exclusively on their own transcriptions of Innu words 
or the approximate, phonetically-based spellings of their co-
researchers.1 That way, the names will be comprehensible to literate 
Innu throughout the Innu territory, no matter what dialect they 
speak. Whether or not the majority of Innu become fully literate in 
the future so that they can appropriate “archeonyms” into their 
linguistic community is another question altogether. Nonetheless, 
the use of reliable Innu toponyms that are spelled according to a 
consistent orthography will at least promote the development of a 
coherent Innu-aimun-based site naming system among 
archaeologists working in Labrador and adjacent parts of 
Quebec.  
 
Examples of Labrador Innu toponyms2

Amatshuatakan - Ascending Portage. 
Ashtunishish kauitshit - Where Ashtunishish Camped. Ashtunishish is 
the Innu name of late Philip Michel Sr. 
Ashuapamatikuan - Waiting for Caribou Place. 
Etuat-shipiss – Edward Brook, named after the late Edward Rich who 
was employed by the HBC post at Sheshatshiu from 1869 to 1876. 
He spent summers salmon-fishing for the Company and winters 
hunting at the mouth of a brook flowing into the Churchill River. 
Ishkueu-akunishkueun - Woman's Cap. The hill has the shape of an 
Innu women's traditional red and black cap. The hill should not be 
pointed at with the finger, otherwise a strong wind will come up 
making it very difficult to paddle a canoe. 
Kanapateshekat - Mountain with a Cliff on One Side. 
Kanutishipenanut - Where People Hunt Ducks. 
Kapatakuenanut - Where People Singed a Porcupine. 
Kapimitshikamasht - Lake That Intersects a Travel Route. 
Kapishkutauakat - Lump Shaped Hill. 
Pikuanipanan-shipiss - Winter Net Setting Place River (small). 
Pineu-matshiteuiau - Partridge Point. 
Teshipitakan kaiakutet - Where a Scaffold Was Erected. 
Tshipatapissinikan-nipi - Cairn Lake. A cairn was built on an island on 
the lake. 
Uitshitshimushish kanipaiat atikua - Where Uitshitshimushish Killed 
Caribou.  
Unaikan-shipiss - Deadfall Trap River (small). 
Utshashumekuat katshikakuatakaniht - Place Where Salmon Were 
Speared. 
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1 For guidance in how to spell Innu words, archaeologists should consult the Innu 
Education Authority in Sheshatshiu which is promoting a consistent orthography, 
or a linguist with Innu-aimun expertise (e.g. Marguerite MacKenzie, 
innulang@mun.ca). 
2 Consistent spellings, translations, and explanations of these toponyms provided 
by José Mailhot.   
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Burnside Heritage Foundation Inc 

2005 Archaeology 
Laurie McLean  
The BHF continued excavating and monitoring a number of sites 
within its study area in 2005.  Monitoring consists of evaluating the 
effects of natural erosion and human activity on sites.  This is 
important for the Burnside region as many sites are under attack 
from rising sea levels and, to a lesser degree, from hikers, boaters 
and cabin owners.  The Beaches site, lying about 13 km north of 
Burnside on the coast, and the Sailor South site, in the community 
of Salvage, were the primary localities for this year.  
 
BHF archaeological teams have visited the Beaches site each year 
since 1989, conducting a number of excavations and measuring 
ongoing erosion which has washed away 31,000 m2 of the 35,000 m2 
reported there in 1872.  A 90 m long retaining wall erected by the 
BHF in 1995 has not stopped erosion at the site, prompting 
construction of a new wooden barrier in 2004.  The six-meter long  
wall built in 2004 utilized squared lumber instead of round logs and 
proved to be much more resistant to the effects of rising sea level.  
In 2005, we built another six-metre long wall section, consisting of 
squared lumber, in front of a severely eroding piece of the site’s 
southern border.  This year’s breakwater was built where erosion 
had exposed aboriginal hearth remains in the bank during the 2004 
field season.  The two new retaining walls lie 48 meters apart and we 
hope to build a new breakwater in front of the remainder of the 
over-100 meter long eroding bank over the next few years. 
 
When we returned to the Beaches on July 29, 2005 we observed 
many fire-cracked rocks and rhyolite chips, debris from tool-making, 
lying on the beach in front of the bank where the hearth remains 
were noted in 2004.  We cleaned up the soil and cultural material 
that had fallen to the tidal level before pegging off the section to be 
excavated.  104 stone artifacts recovered through this exercise 
included 102 flakes and 2 fire-cracked rocks.  The majority of the 
flakes, 96 in all, were rhyolite, the raw material aboriginal people 
obtained in Bloody Bay Cove which lies eight kilometers south of 
the Beaches.  The Bloody Bay Cove quarry was discovered during 
the 1989-90 BHF field seasons and we have conducted a number of 
excavations there since then. 
 
Our goal was not to excavate the entire hearth at the Beaches this 
year as we did not know how many meters it proceeded inwards 
from the bank and we did not have time to determine its complete 
area before building the retaining wall.  Rather, we excavated 
minimal strips along the bank, between 16 and 75 cm wide, in order 
to leave a straight edge that would facilitate installing the proposed 
barrier.  The 5.5 meter long excavated strip produced 4456 stone 
artifacts that primarily consisted of rhyolite flakes (87%/n = 3874).  
Another 338 flakes of white quartz and four of chert raised the total 
flakes to 4216, 94.6% of the recovered artifacts.  Although seven 
rhyolite bifaces, partly finished implements, were recovered among 
the 240 non-flake items, they did not indicate the cultural group 
responsible for the hearth.  The majority of non-flake artifacts, n = 
194, consisted of white quartz cores which appear to have had small  

 
 
 
 
 
chips/flakes hammered from their surface.  The absence of finished 
tools and additional bone, other than three small fragments 
recovered, is attributable to our digging only part of the hearth and 
the loss of culturally diagnostic artifacts through erosion. 
 
A charcoal sample was collected from a cluster of fire-cracked rocks 
and charcoal located approximately in the centre of the excavation.  
The sample was radiocarbon dated to 560 + 40 years ago, telling us 
that the Beothuks ancestors living at the Beaches a few generations 
before the onset of Newfoundland’s historic period made and used 
this hearth.  This would be the people named the Little Passage 
complex by archaeologists.  Particular types of stone arrow heads, 
spear heads, knives, and other stone artifacts associated with these 
people have been found at the Beaches site.  Changes to the Little 
Passage way of life during the historic period resulted in the 
Beothuk adaptation 
 
Once we had straightened the bank, profiled and photographed it, 
we could build the retaining wall.  The completed structure is 20' 
long x 33" high.  The westernmost 4' adjoin the rest of the wall at a 
45� angle to protect the 70 cm wide corner at the western end of 
the excavation.  The finished breakwater east of the 45� extension 
is not perfectly straight due to the presence of bedrock under thin 
beach gravel which did not permit placing post holes where we 
would have preferred.  Finally, long planks fixed the breakwater to 
large trees on the bank. 
 
Other Artifacts Collected Along The Eroding Bank 
As mentioned above, the Beaches’ total eroding edge is over 100 
meters long, actually close to 150 meters.  Stone flakes and other 
artifacts are commonly found along this exposed face. 
Unfortunately, we did not have sufficient time and resources to 
build a barrier in front of this entire surface in 2005. Sustained 
erosion during 2005 and 2006 will result in sections of bank falling 
to the beach with countless artifacts and associated information 
being lost.  Therefore, we decided to salvage endangered sections of 
the bank by collecting fallen clumps of sod/soil, recording their 
location according to our grid and carrying them back to Burnside.  
These were screened when rain or wind did not permit travelling to 
the Beaches.  Once the slumped soil had been cleaned up, we cut 
sections of the overhanging bank that were about to collapse, 
recorded their locations and carried the earthen clumps back to 
Burnside for screening.   
 
This salvage exercise recovered 967 stone artifacts from 35 
collection points along 80 meters of eroding bank.  626 of the 
objects were made on Bloody Bay Cove rhyolite, 298 were white 
quartz, with a few chert, Ramah Chert, quartz crystal, sandstone and 
granite items also present.  847 (88%) of the sample consisted of 
flakes, including 606 rhyolite and 211 quartz examples, but a  
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