Pitawelkek:

by Helen Kristmanson
Pitawelkek site location.

Summary
The archaeological research reported here began in
October 2006 as part of a broader Mi’kmaq-led initiative to conserve and protect the ecological and cultural resources of Hog Island and the Sandhills. At the
invitation of the Mi’kmaq Confederacy of PEI, David
Keenlyside (then with Canadian Museum of History)
and I (then with Parks Canada Agency) joined a small
team comprised of First Nations representatives to
conduct a foot survey of Georges Island and the Hog
Island Sandhills. Our objective was to identify and create a record of archaeological sites in the study area.
No archaeological sites or artifacts were identified on
the sand dunes, which was not unexpected since
dunes are not usually areas of high potential for precontact sites. Georges Island, which is mainly comprised of Acadian forest, marsh, and shingle beach,
provides a more suitable habitat for human settlement. Here, while we found that two previously recorded sites appear to have been lost to erosion, two
new sites were also identified. The Iron Rock site
(CdCw-6) is located on the north shore of Georges Island on the western beach flanking the igneous outcrop known as Iron Rock.* Limited testing at this location has not yet identified any subsurface deposits,
however a concentration of surface finds on the sandy beach suggest the possible presence of a drowned
site dating within the Woodland Period (which spans
from about 3000 years ago to the recent historic pe-

T H E

I S L A N D

riod). The Pitawelkek site (CdCw-5) is located on the
southeastern shore of Georges Island a short distance
from Iron Rock. Given its location on an actively eroding shoreline, we have visited Pitawelkek regularly
to study the site and monitor its condition. Research
to date has shown that this shell bearing site was occupied from the Woodland Period to the post-contact
era. This report outlines the field work completed at
this site to date and provides a status report on the
ongoing analysis of the archaeological site, artifacts,
and faunal remains. Much work remains to be done
before we fully understand this important site and
the valuable history it holds.

Introduction
Coastal archaeological sites have been identified
throughout the Maritime Provinces, documenting
the long sequence of human history along our shores.
Many of these sites have been damaged by rising sea
levels and erosion leaving only trace evidence of their
existence. The Pitawelkek site, although it has also
suffered from erosion, is still partially intact. The goal
of the archaeological project at Pitawelkek is to advance our knowledge about the pre-contact shell bearing site to gain a better understanding of the lifeways
of early Indigenous peoples. In addition to identifying

*

Initially two separate sites were identified here based on the recovery of an isolated
piece of Ramah quartzite to the west of the Iron Rock beach site. Given their proximity
the two have since been combined under Borden number CdCw-6.
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A 2000 year old
archaeological site
in Malpeque Bay
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the dates and seasons of the
site’s various occupations, we
are studying stone tools and
the raw materials used in their
production and identifying
spheres of trade and interaction that characterized life in
the pre-contact era. Faunal remains, including thousands of
preserved bones from mammals (marine and terrestrial),
fish, and bird, along with bivalves and charred seeds, are
being analyzed in order to reconstruct the paleo-diet and
environment. Gradually, we
are piecing together the site’s
constituent elements including shell refuse piles, dwelling
areas, and activity areas, each
of which will help us to better
understand pre-contact settlement and subsistence patterns
in Prince Edward Island.

Pitawelkek site aerial view.
Characterized by a high volume of shellfish refuse,
sites such as this are popularly known as shell middens or shell bearing sites, depending on the proportion of shell remains in the soil matrix.

Geography
Georges Island and the Hog Island sand dunes are
Prince Edward Island’s last area of coastal wilderness.
Located in the northwestern corner of Malpeque Bay
on Prince Edward Island’s northwestern shore, the
island-dune complex is home to globally rare ecosystems that include rare and endangered plants, old
growth forest, geological formations, and archaeological evidence dating to the era before contact between
Indigenous peoples and Europeans. Tucked into the
northwestern corner of Malpeque Bay the island site
is protected from the Gulf of St. Lawrence by the barrier dune complex known as Hog Island or the Sandhills, and offers a wide view of Malpeque Bay or Makpaak as it is known to the Mi’kmaq. Shielded from
northerly winds and warmed by the sun, this southern exposure seems a natural and inviting location for
human habitation. Our experience at the site confirms
that it offers a comfortable environment for outdoor
work even in in the chilly early spring and later fall
months, a detail that Indigenous peoples clearly appreciated. Here, as the evidence shows, they made use
of a range of locally available resources including wild
plants and berries, sea mammals, fish, and shellfish.
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The Shell Midden Site
A shell midden site is a composite of discrete cultural
events that vary in space and time. Often the evidence
has been disturbed, distorted, or removed, presenting
the archaeologist with a fragmentary or muddled picture. With this in mind, the archaeologist’s challenge
is to excavate enough of the site to identify, record,
and interpret data including changes in the soil and the
relative placement of shells, artifacts, and faunal remains. Together this information may tell us about the
possible presence of cultural features such as campfires, activity areas, dwellings, and other attributes
that divulge the nature and sequence of deposition.
As with other shell midden sites the Pitawelkek site
is comprised of a series of occupations that have occurred at different times over the millennia. Such
successive use of a locale results in the creation of
new shell accumulations and living sites above older ones, with new occupants sometimes digging into
older deposits to make houses, storage or roasting
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pits, or other features. Further complicating the interpretation of shell midden sites is the heightened
chance for small artifacts and other objects located at
upper, younger levels of a site to trickle through the
interstices into deeper, older levels. When discovered
during archaeological excavations, these may be mistaken as in situ deposits and potentially confuse interpretation of the site’s chronology.
A partial solution is to submit artifacts for absolute
dating. Seven accelerated mass spectrometry dates
have been obtained on samples removed from in situ
deposits at the Pitawelkek site. One was returned from
wood charcoal, four from charred faunal material, and
two from charred food residue. This material was extracted from the interior surface of two organic tempered pottery sherds each of which had lost its exterior surface. Together, the chronometric dates place the
site’s occupations between circa 700-800 AD through
to the recent historic period. For now, we cautiously
extend the age of occupation to at least 2000 years ago
based on the collection of diagnostic artifacts at the
Pitawelkek site and other locations on Georges Island.
As with all archaeological sites, the shell midden is
susceptible to alteration by post-depositional factors
including percolating groundwater, insects, worms,
burrowing animals, tree roots, and other forces that
may alter soil chemistry and stratigraphy, and displace
artifacts. The soil chemistry of the in situ archaeological deposits at Pitawelkek does not appear to have
been noticeably influenced by flooding or storm surges, as the well-drained site sits above the high water
mark. The presence of a calcareous lens at the lower
level of the site, which is devoid of artifacts, is likely
the result of groundwater activity. Here, carbonate
precipitates have leached from upper shell levels to
create a horizontal concretion. Chemical analysis of
soil samples from the site confirmed a high calcium
carbonate content from this lower stratum.
Other confounding forces are also at work on the
stratigraphic integrity of any archaeological site
including rising sea levels, coastal erosion, the effects of global warming, and human activity. At the
Pitawelkek site the average rate of erosion is calculated at 0.2 m or 20 cm per year. As a result, artifacts and
intangible information, such as the heat altered soil of
ancient campfires, have been dislodged from the exposed bank and are either disassembled, destroyed, or
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lay concealed under the sediments of Malpeque Bay.
In spite of human efforts to stabilize disappearing
shorelines the allure of coastal development has often prevailed, increasing the susceptibility of shoreline sites and permanently altering or removing the
archaeological resources they contain.
Unlike many other shell bearing sites, Pitawelkek
has been relatively free from human interference.
Historically, throughout the Maritime Provinces,
including Prince Edward Island, early settlers routinely quarried shell middens as a source of calcium
carbonate to be used in the production of lime for
agricultural or building purposes. The incidental discovery of artifacts and faunal remains in these sites
eventually drew archeological attention to the shell
accumulations and they began to be recognized as archaeological sites.

An Early Interest
in the Shell Midden
In the 19th century, influenced by scientific advances
at similar sites in Europe (known as kjoekkenmoedding or kitchen middens) antiquarians and natural
scientists in eastern North America developed a scientific interest in the shell midden site. As a result,
the shell midden became the locus of methodological
and interpretive innovation in eastern North American archaeology which was still in its own developmental phase. In Prince Edward Island, this burgeoning interest was realized in the holiday excavations
at Rustico or Robinson’s Island in 1894 by American
archaeologist Jesse Walter Fewkes (O’Grady 1993).
Fewkes’ work in 1894 at the Rustico or Robinson’s Island shell midden was historical, marking the first
professional archaeological excavation in Prince
Edward Island. Although many Islanders enthusiastically followed his work, no further archaeological research was conducted on Prince Edward Island
until the early twentieth century. In 1913 archaeologist William J. Wintemberg of the Victoria Memorial
Museum (later the National Museum of Canada) conducted a survey of the north shore of Prince Edward
Island. During his time at Malpeque Bay he mainly
collected isolated artifacts on the ground surface but
also observed some sites or remnants thereof at Ram
Island, Fish Island, Courtin Island, and Georges Island.
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Half a century later, in 1961
and 1962, archaeologist Richard Pearson led a field party
from the National Museum
of Canada on a 23-day field
trip to Prince Edward Island.
With the help of two local
enthusiasts, Dr. J. H. Maloney
and Mr. B. Burns of Charlottetown, Pearson located and
explored 18 sites making surface collections and excavating small test pits where possible. In Malpeque Bay, where
he retraced Wintemberg’s
steps, he collected some artifacts from the ground surface but, other than a passing
reference to what he thought
was a major site on Lennox
Island, reported no deep or
stratified sites. There is no
evidence that Pearson was
aware of the Pitawelkek site
on Georges Island.

Figure 3: Mi’kmaq Elder Hubert Sark at Georges Island, 1978.

In 1975 Mi’kmaq elder Hubert Sark and Betty Sark of
Lennox Island, together with Dr. Betty Hall from Summerside, visited Georges Island where they collected
various pre-contact period artifacts including stone
tools, earthenware ceramics, and hammered copper. In 1978, archaeologist Dr. David Keenlyside (then
with the Canadian Museum of Civilization) and elder
Hubert Sark re-visited the same locale on Georges Island during which time they also recorded an actively
eroding shell midden site about 25 cm deep extending about 5 meters along the shore (Figure 3; Keenlyside 1978). This site has since disappeared but here
they identified cord wrapped, stick decorated earthenware pottery comparable to the pottery we have
found at the Pitawelkek site. This type of pottery was
manufactured in the Maritime Provinces between
circa AD 600 and AD 1550 (Petersen and Sanger 1991).

Methodology
The Pitawelkek site was not again investigated archaeologically until our 2006 survey. Since then we
have continued to work with the Lennox Island and
Abegweit First Nations and the Mi’kmaq Confederacy
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of Prince Edward Island to survey the shoreline and
monitor known sites, while subsurface investigations have progressed from exploratory testing to
systematic excavations. Each archaeological project
at the Pitawelkek site has been small due to costs and
logistical constraints as well as the First Nations’ expressed wish to keep site visitors to a minimum. Each
season, excavation units were hand trowelled by a
crew of no more than five people in a small clearing.
Excavators wore gloves to minimize contact with artifacts, faunal remains, and ecofacts. All soils were
screened through a 1/4 inch mesh and numerous soil
samples were collected to be analyzed for micro-remains such as charred seeds and micro-artifacts such
as fish bones that are often missed in excavation but
contribute significantly to site interpretation.
A map datum point was established in 2009 at the
site’s southwestern extremity. From this datum a
baseline was established at the bank edge running
parallel to the shore. Twelve transects were marked
at right angles to the baseline at one meter intervals.
Each transect was subdivided into one meter increments (A-H) creating an overlay grid of 96 quadrats
measuring 1m2 each which can be re-created each
field season (Figure 4).
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In 2012, guided by the results of shovel testing and
the excavation of a small test unit, four 1m2 test units
were excavated and produced a range of artifacts and
features consistent with a midden site (e.g., charcoal,
fire cracked rock, faunal remains, shell, stone tools,
and ceramics). In 2014 excavations were expanded
eastward through four additional 1m2 test units, adding to our emerging understanding of the site layout.
In 2014-15 and each successive season, access to the
site was persistently interrupted by high winds and
the weather finally forced us to temporarily close the
unfinished excavation units.
In 2016, our objective was to extend the grid to conduct shovel tests across land to the Iron Rock site to
ascertain the extent of the midden deposits extending into the forested area and the relationship, if any,
between the Pitawelkek and Iron Rock sites. Shovel
tests were conducted in 2016 and helped to ascertain
how far the site extends back from the shore; however, at present the site does not appear to extend in
that direction beyond the limits of our excavation.

Each archaeological project at the Pitawelkek site has
been small and community based in recognition of its
status as a culturally, spiritually, and environmentally
significant place to the Mi’kmaq First Nations of Prince
Edward Island. The project is guided by the First Nations’ desire to maximize knowledge while minimizing human stressors on Pitawelkek. Excavation units
have been hand trowelled by crews of no more than
five people and at the end of each field season the site
is backfilled and cleared of traces of our presence.

Site interpretation:
getting a lay of the land
Getting a sense of the site’s layout is a gradual process
as we rely on the cumulative results of each field season to point us in the direction of
the next. We have not excavated
enough of the site’s surface area
to get a full understanding of
its spatial configuration but the
project is ongoing and analysis
of the stratigraphy, site features,
and artifact assemblage is in
progress. In the interim this report shares some of the information that is emerging.

Graphic: Erin Mundy

During excavations all back dirt is routinely screened
through a 1/4 inch mesh and numerous soil samples are
collected. Some of these samples have been subjected
to chemical analysis and all have been screened to finer
fractions for the identification of micro-artifacts. Soil

samples have also been analyzed using an archaeological method known as floatation which immerses and
agitates the soil in standing water. The objective is to
recover charred seeds and other buoyant remains such
as tiny fish bones that may be overlooked during excavation. Information recovered through this method
may improve the proportional representation of different artifacts and faunal materials and contribute
significantly to the overall site interpretation. Analysis of the flot samples is underway.

Figure 4: Pitawelkek site plan showing excavated units and shovel tests.
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In terms of the general site layout
we are informed by previous archaeological work at coastal shell
midden sites in the Maine-Maritime Provinces region where archaeologists have observed a settlement pattern in which a shell
midden has accumulated between
the shore and a dwelling area located on a higher terrace. This
observation may or may not ap-

ply to Pitawelkek where much of
the site has eroded, leaving only
fringes of midden and a living/
activity area of undetermined
size. During the excavation process we mapped the location of
thermally altered rocks situated
amongst blackened or ashy soil
with large amounts of charcoal,
pointing to the presence of a
campfire. We also recorded the
position of larger stones or small
boulders that may have been
used at the base of a wigwam or
to support another structure.
One such example is a rectangular shaped stone measuring
about 10 by 30 centimeters. This
stone may have served as an
anvil for tool making, fracturing or crushing animal bones
or plant materials, or other ac- Figure 5: Unit 3D, Pitawelkek site, showing structural stone and post mold.
tivities that required a hard flat
surface. Or, as suggested above,
The artifact assemblage is comprised mainly of stone
it may have been used in securing a wigwam or other
tools and smaller flakes of stone and shatter created
structure. Less than ten centimeters to the north of
during their manufacture and maintenance. Remnants
this stone, visible in the soil profile, is the silhouette
of earthenware pottery vessels that have broken into
of a sharpened wooden post measuring about ten cenmany sherds, some of which can be conjoined, have been
timeters across and 30 centimeters deep (Figure 5).
found throughout the site. Clay pot making technology
The post’s vertical orientation may be indicative of a
was introduced to the eastern Maritime Provinces area
spit, smoking, or drying apparatus rather than the anabout 3000 years ago, likely a skill brought in through
gled posts used to support a wigwam. Further excavaintermarriage or capture of females from the present
tions are required to help explain these two features.
day American southeast where pottery technology had
developed about a thousand years earlier.
Excavations also revealed a preponderance of stone
flake concentrations suggestive of distinct areas dedicated to the manufacture and maintenance of stone
tools. One such flint-knapping activity area appears
to be in close proximity to a campfire where knappers
A lowly fired brittle clay pot must have been a cummay have taken advantage of its light, heat, or smoke,
bersome article of transport for the hunter-gatherer
if the mosquitoes were hungry. This area of the site,
society whose subsistence depended on a seasonal
which may represent a house floor, is associated with
pattern of residential and/or logistical mobility
a date of 1240 +/- 30 BP.
(Binford 1980). The social and cultural significance

Earthenware pottery

Artifacts
Artifacts have been recovered in three ways at the
Pitawelkek site: surface collection, subsurface archaeological excavations, and examination of soil samples.
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of these vessels is not truly known, however, their
persistence through time – in spite of the difficulties
associated with their specialized manufacture and
preservation – suggests they played an important
functional, social, or cultural role in pre-contact society since about 3000 years ago.
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an indication that pottery was manufactured here at
least once (Figure 7).
When the final vessel was formed, it was allowed
to become leather dry at which time a cord wrapped
stick was impressed on the upper portion of the vessel to create a decorative pattern (Figure 7). This type
of decoration appears on pottery throughout the
Maritime Provinces from about 1350 to 400 years BP.

As anyone who has attempted it is aware, the manufacture of a pre-contact era clay pot is a sophisticated and finicky undertaking; the first step is to find a
source of suitable locally available clay. The Mi’kmaq
are aware of various clay sources in proximity to
Pitawelkek though we have yet to pinpoint them.
At the time the Pitawelkek site was occupied, potters prepared the clay by kneading in crushed shell
which acted as a tempering material to help preserve
the clay’s elasticity as it dried and contracted over a
heat source. Small cavities in the sherds tell where
the shell has burned out or decayed. Fibrous shaped
cavities point to the deliberate or accidental inclusion
of grasses or other fibrous organic materials that also
burned away during the firing process.
There is little variation in the shape and size of precontact earthenware pots in the Maritime Provinces. The vessels were mainly conical shaped with a
slightly constricted neck and, during the occupation
of Pitawelkek, had a capacity of between four to eight
liters. The potter began the process by pinching a ball
of clay into a small thick pot with a slightly pointed
base. Coils of clay were then carefully stacked around
the perimeter and smoothed together into a seamless
wall. On close examination evidence of smoothing by
hand or tool can sometimes be seen on the pot’s surface (Kristmanson 1992; Kristmanson and Deal 1992).
A single fragment of clay coil was recovered at the
Pitawelkek site which is not a common find and is
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Ceramic pots were likely burdensome for a mobile
people and we do not know for certain if pots moved
with people on seasonal rounds or were stashed for reuse at favoured locales. They appear to have been used
for both storage and cooking. Charred food residue has
been found on sherd interiors throughout the Mari-

Photo- David Keenlyside

Figure 6: Uncovering a sherd of earthenware pottery.

The firmed up vessel was then placed in a campfire that
had been reduced to embers, where it slowly dried and
hardened. Breakage occurred most frequently at this
crucial stage of manufacture. Throughout the Maritime Provinces pot sherds have been found bearing
repair holes suggestive of breakage during use. Given
the workmanship and time involved in pottery manufacture, it is not surprising that efforts were made
to extend their use life. None of the sherds found at
the Pitawelkek site show evidence of repair, but our
analysis of the material will allow us to calculate the
number of complete vessels they represent and help
to confirm the dates of manufacture.

Figure 7. Ceramics from the Pitawelkek site. A., B.
Ceramic rim sherd, stamped cord wrapped stick
decoration. C. – F. Ceramic body sherd, stamped
cord wrapped stick decoration. Note remnant shell
tempering in E. G. Ceramic coil fragment.
M A G A Z I N E

- 8 -

time Provinces, including at Pitawelkek
where we extracted and submitted for
accelerated mass spectrometry dating.
The sherd, which had no other diagnostic features, dated to 1050 ± 30 years before present.*

Lithics
Worked stone is the largest artifact category at the Pitawelkek site. This is not
because it dominated pre-contact material culture, but rather because stone
was one of the few articles that was
not susceptible to decay. Pieces of raw
material, split pebbles, core fragments,
pre-forms, scrapers, and an abundance
of small stone flakes and other debris
tells us that many hours were spent at Figure 8: Stone artifacts from the Pitawelkek site include the objects
Pitawelkek fashioning, maintaining, and pictured above: stemmed projectile points (A-C), side notched projectile
using stone tools. Of the lithic assem- points (D), perforator (E), cobble core (F), end scrapers (G-H), historic gun
blage, the majority of artifacts are relat- flint (I).
ed to the manufacture or maintenance
of stone tools. Far fewer complete tools have been reform of cobbles on the beaches of Prince Edward Iscovered. However, we have recovered a few projectile
land. There may have been a cultural preference for
points which are side-notched or have a pointed stem,
quartz that has been lost to memory. Fewer tools at
which allowed for binding the tool to a shaft. We have
the Pitawelkek site were made from quartzite, a dense,
also recovered some cutting and scraping tools and a
hard metamorphic rock which is also locally available
drill or perforator (Figure 8). Only three stone axes
in cobble form on Prince Edward Island’s beaches.
have been found at the site. Jimmy Bernard (Lennox Island, Fisherman’s Pride) found a stone axe on the beach
Various types of flint-knapping materials are well
in front of the site, and another, smaller stone axe was
documented at archaeological sites throughout the
found during excavations. Axes were used to fell trees,
Maritime Provinces, however, unlike New Brunswick
construct dugout cooking vessels and dugout canoes
and Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island has no quarry
and to make fish weirs, spits, and other infrastrucor locale for obtaining high grade flint-knapping mature. The third axe is not of Indigenous manufacture
terial. The only igneous outcrop on Prince Edward
but was likely an Indigenous possession. Found on the
Island, known as Iron Rock, is located on Georges Isbeach at Pitawelkek by Chief Brian Francis, an 18th
land. Iron Rock is a unique formation located near the
century French trade axe bears witness to interaction
Pitawelkek site on Georges Island. Known to geologists
and trade with Acadian settlers in Malpeque Bay. The
as a lamprophyre sill, Iron Rock is a prominent feature
only other historical period artifacts found at the site
on the landscape covering about 100 m2 at the ground
are some fragments of a European kaolin smoking pipe
surface and is about three meters thick. It was created
found in situ and a European gun flint that was also
247 million years ago during the early Triassic Period
surface collected by Chief Brian Francis.
when molten magma blasted to the Earth’s surface and
cooled into a discrete and unique rock formation.
Ground stone tools such as axes are generally made
from hard glacial materials that are picked up on the
beach. By contrast, the flaked or chipped stone artifacts at Pitawelkek are made from glassier materi* Note that “years before present” refers to a benchmark date of AD 1950,
when it was first used in relation to radiometric dating methods.
als such as white quartz which is also available in the
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Though no extant Mi’kmaq oral histories make reference to Iron Rock, Indigenous peoples were the first
humans to encounter it and would have been well
aware of its geological distinctiveness. Spalls of this
dark reddish material are found along the northfacing beach to its west but the material is too coarse
grained for flint knapping and none appears to have
been culturally modified or used to make stone tools.
Excavations at the nearby Pitawelkek site have not
recovered any of this material, although Geologist
John Calder has identified some surface examples of
larger rocks which may have been used to contain
campfires or for other purposes.
In the absence of a local quarry or source of highly
vitreous raw material, flint-knappers at Pitawelkek
looked off island. A quantity of worked chert, chalcedony, and rhyolite, including fragments of projectile points and cutting tools, scrapers, and flakes from
all stages of the lithic production process, was recovered during excavation. These materials are familiar
to archaeologists who have pinpointed their origins
to known sources in the Minas Basin, Nova Scotia,
and Ingonish Island, Cape Breton. The presence of
these raw materials in Prince Edward Island attests
to the movement of people and/or these materials
over geographic distances and points to Indigenous
social interaction spheres that facilitated, among
other things, mobility and trade.

Ramah quartzite
Ethnographic studies have shown that Indigenous
peoples in Atlantic Canada and elsewhere in North
America had knowledge of, if not regular contact
and/or kin relationships with, distant groups. Archaeological research confirms that pre-contact Indigenous peoples traded or moved lithic materials
over vast distances (e.g., Curtis and Desrosiers 2017;
Keenlyside and Kristmanson 2016; Kristmanson
1992). To the west of Iron Rock, which is located at the
easternmost tip of Georges Island, we found a single
piece of Ramah quartzite. This material is available
only from the Ramah Bay quarry which is located
over 1300 kilometers north as the crow flies, from
Georges Island. Artifacts such as stemmed points and
semilunar bifaces made of Ramah quartzite appear in
archaeological sites all along the eastern seaboard, in
mortuary contexts dating to about 4000 years ago.
Ramah quartzite returned to circulation around 1000
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years ago, but is not typically associated with ritual
or ceremonial contexts. During this second phase, the
artifacts usually show a significant amount of reuse.
This suggests that Ramah quartzite was still a prized
material and Indigenous peoples were trying to extend the use life of remnant pieces as far as possible.
It also suggests that access to the material had for
some reason been reduced.
Indigenous peoples appear to have valued Ramah
quartzite for its superior flint-knapping quality.
However, this material, which is white and grey and
ranges from opaque to translucent - sometimes with
red inclusions - may also have been prized for nonutilitarian reasons. In the mid-twentieth century an
Inuit informant explained to archaeologist Elmer
Harp that Ramah quartzite resembled caribou back
fat or tunnuyakh (Loring 2002). Given the importance
of the caribou to Inuit subsistence and the spiritual
significance that attends the killing of animals, possession of an object that resembled caribou fat, such
as Ramah quartzite, may have invested certain powers or other qualities in its owner.
The wide-scale distribution of this material may also
be attributed in part to the setting in which the Ramah Bay quarry is found, an appreciation for which
may have extended far and wide. Smithsonian archaeologist Stephen Loring described the approach to
the imposing quarry site as a narrow stream bed enclosed by sheer cliffs that rise on either side. It is easy
to imagine the sense of awe as one passes through the
“dramatic band of iron-rich rocks that have stained
the streambed and surrounding rocks a brilliant
blood red.” Given the association of Ramah quartzite
with stone tools used to kill caribou, the symbolic association of rock, blood, sustenance, spirituality, and
place must have imbued it with significant cultural
meaning. It is likely that the social or spiritual values attached to the quarry site and the material were
communicated throughout the region in which it was
dispersed, including Prince Edward Island where it
has been found at various locations.

Zooarchaeology
Less durable than stone tools or earthenware ceramics, organic artifacts and archaeofaunal materials
often do not survive the harsh soil conditions found
in most archaeological sites in northeastern North

M A G A Z I N E

- 10 -

America. Unless preserved in arid, anaerobic, or submerged contexts, the organic ratio of pre-contact
material culture eventually yields to decay. The shell
bearing site offers a unique preservation condition
through the gradual dissolution of calcium carbonate
into acidic soils, changing the soil pH range. A quantity of bivalve shell in the soil matrix at the Pitawelkek
site has influenced the soil chemistry in this way preserving thousands of mainly fragmentary bones of
various animals, birds, and fish. Analysis of this material to date indicates that Indigenous peoples variously focused on the shellfish harvest, fishing, and
the hunting of sea mammals, and to a lesser extent,
birds and terrestrial mammals.

Bivalves
Based on the analysis of recovered shells from the
Pitawelkek site, it appears the principle focus was
oyster, though we have also identified some clam,
a few gastropods, and one claw pincher from either
a lobster or one of the small crabs. Analysis of their
physical attributes confirms that oysters were gathered beyond the inter-tidal region but not from deeper channel areas and only one shell appears to have
been taken from low tide in shallow water.
Traditionally, archaeologists have examined shell
middens to identify the available food supply, diet,
and seasonality. Today, however, we know that local
climatic conditions and a lack of adequate sampling
can have an impact on seasonality studies of archaeological shellfish (Claassen 1991). Moreover, archaeologists are careful not to assume that the presence of
shellfish is an indication that it was a staple or principle food group. Ethnographic studies have shown that
shellfish are generally not relied on as a year round
food staple but may supplement or complement the
diet on a seasonal basis (Waselkov 1987). However, in
some circumstances shellfish found at archaeological
sites may have been used for more than just protein
and dietary considerations. Studies elsewhere have
shown that shellfish has also been used as bait, construction material, a form of currency, and as raw
material for the manufacture of shell beads or tools
(Pickard and Bonsall 2014: 253; Stein 1992: 9).*
In the archaeological instances where shellfish
served as food, science cannot help us to determine
how they were prepared as the shell’s properties
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are not visibly altered by cooking. Based on ethnographic evidence it is likely that they were roasted or
steamed open on the site or on the beach where they
were eaten. Some of the shellfish may also have been
dried, smoked, and stored for trade or winter consumption elsewhere.

Fish
A total of nine fish species has been identified at the
Pitawelkek site. Winter flounder dominates the total
assemblage followed by Atlantic sturgeon, American eel, Atlantic herring, rainbow smelt, a cod family
fish, a sea bass, a rockfish, as well as some other tiny
fish whose remains may have been transported in the
guts of larger fish.†
Interpretation of the faunal remains is ongoing, however, the fish, along with the other faunal remains,
appear to be concentrated in specific areas of the site
which may point to different patterns of exploitation
over successive time periods, or it may indicate that
fish processing, consumption, and disposal took place
in discrete areas during a single occupation.
Historical accounts suggest that fishing was a mainstay of the Mi’kmaq diet, followed by hunting, which
took place mainly in February and March (Hoffman
1955). In the early post-contact era, the Mi’kmaq fishing season began at the end of winter or early spring
with the availability of winter flounder followed by
smelt, herring, and sturgeon and, a little later, cod
and eel. Historically, the Mi’kmaq caught fish using
weirs, traps, harpoon, hook and line. At present, only
one artifact from the Pitawelkek site is related to the
fishery. This is the shank of a fish hook made out of
bone, similar to those reported from Merigomish,
Nova Scotia (Smith and Wintemberg 1973 [1929]:143).

Sea Mammals
According to Pierre Biard (1897 [1616]: 79-80), a Jesuit
priest living at Port Royal, Nova Scotia in the early
seventeenth century, the local Indigenous population

*

In the 17th century, for example, Nicolas Denys observed Indigenous people fitting a
wooden pipe bowl with a lobster claw (Wallis and Wallis 1955: 68).

†

Faunal analyst Frances Stewart cautions that her reference collection is incomplete
for the flatfish species and therefore the winter flounder designations are probable
but not absolutely certain.
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was “free from all anxiety about their food” from
May until the middle of September owing in part to
the abundance of fish and shellfish. Indeed, Hoffman
concluded that for 10 of the 12 months of the year
the historic Mi’kmaq derived as much as 90% of their
food from the sea. It was in the late winter and early
spring, during the lean months, that they also counted on the hunt. At Pitawelkek the hunting focus was
on harbour seal, although we also have evidence for
grey and harp seals and walrus.

commented, it is difficult to imagine walrus on our
shores today, however four hundred years ago they
were impossible to ignore. The large animals were
attracted in numbers to the shallow coastal waters
around Prince Edward Island where they could feed
on diverse shellfish species and haul out on comfortably flat beaches. It has been suggested that the Maritimes walrus were a distinct population of larger animals, with larger and more robust tusks, skulls and
mandibles (Sanger 1987: 78).

Among the many fragmentary seal bones recovered
at the Pitawelkek site, faunal analyst Dr. Frances
Stewart was able to identify six individual animals:
one adult harp seal, two grey seals (an adult and an
immature seal), two adult harbour seals, and an unspecified whitecoat. The seal remains included bones
from the animal’s entire anatomy indicating that the
seals were hunted and butchered near the site. Historically, the Mi’kmaq ate seal meat and a preference
for meat bearing cuts is reflected in the relatively
high proportion of limb bones in the sample. They
also rendered seal fat into an oil which was applied
to people’s hair and stored in moose bladders that
could be preserved throughout the year. Seal skins
were used to manufacture waterproof footwear and
clothing. Historically, the Mi’kmaq used decoys to
lure seals to the hunt; the decoys were made from
seal skins stuffed with moss or a person. Or, they
used pieces of dead wood about the shape and size of
a seal onto which they carved a mouth and charcoaled
eyes, using char to darken the wood if it was too light
(Wallis and Wallis 1955: 29). Harpoons
were most frequently used to take
seals in the water, but none have yet
been found at the Pitawelkek site suggesting that some were killed on shore.

For the hunter the walrus may not have been an attractive quarry during the mating season between
December and March when they consume less food
and can become aggressive in competing for the right
mate. It is probable that the hunters at the Pitawelkek
site took the animals in the spring after they returned
to the island having wintered at the edge of the Gulf
ice. This is supported by the presence of an immature
walrus in the faunal assemblage. Given its large size
and quantity of fat, a walrus would have provided
food, hide, ivory, and other useful materials to a small
camp of people for an extended period of time. At
present, only two individuals can be confirmed from
the faunal remains, one adult male and an immature
female. A cut mark on the female, located on the fibula, points to the extraction of meat from this animal.

The presence of walrus at the site
shows that this large sea mammal was
also taken by hunters at the Pitawelkek
site, though less frequently than seal.
It is estimated that the walrus population south of the Strait of Belle Isle
was not less than three quarters of a
million in the years before contact between Indigenous peoples and Europeans, and likely numbered in the thousands on the shores of Prince Edward
Island (Hogan 1986). As Hogan has

Around AD 1500 Europeans discovered the walrus.
Prized for its oil, hide, and ivory, the walrus populations were quickly killed off in Europe. In 1521 the
King of Portugal granted João Alvares Fagundes a

Historic postcard showing Mi’kmaq encampment in PEI, location and
date unknown.
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license to exploit walrus at various North American
locations, including Prince Edward Island. A yearround settlement was established but soon destroyed
either by Indigenous peoples or European competitors. However, commercial activity continued to put
a pressure on the walrus population which was extirpated by the end of the eighteenth century.

Terrestrial mammals and birds
The predominance of sea mammal in the faunal assemblage points to a maritime oriented economy at
the Pitawelkek site although further analysis of the
spatial distribution of faunal remains will allow for
more detailed conclusions. The paucity of terrestrial
mammals in the faunal assemblage attests to this,
with less than one percent of the total comprised by
muskrat, beaver, Black bear, and marten.
The muskrat is represented by thirteen bones found
from the upper levels of adjacent excavation units and
appears to represent one adult and one immature individual. The bones include elements from most parts
of the body, show no modification such as exposure
to heat or butchering. The bear and marten were each
represented by a single bone, a phalange and lower
leg bone respectively and are also unmodified by cut
marks or charring. The beaver is represented by a
phalange, incisor, and incisor enamel fragment of an
unaged individual and a fragment of a rib from an immature individual. Each of these is represented by so
few bones they appear to point to incidental catches or
objects transported to the site in dressed skins, medicine bundles, as ornaments, or in other unknown ways.
Bird bones are also rare in the current sample but attest
to the presence of geese and ducks, and two very large
as yet unidentified birds. The bird bones do not exhibit
cut marks, but some were charred which supports their
apparently minor contribution to the paleo-diet.

Seasonality
The archaeological record at the Pitawelkek site
shows that it was occupied at various times through
history by Indigenous people whose subsistence focused on sea mammal, fish, and shellfish. Information extracted from the faunal assemblage indicates
that Indigenous people strategically chose this site
between the early spring and fall in order to exploit
F A L L
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the rich resource base at that time. For example, the
presence of immature seals and walrus support a late
winter or early spring hunt, as do the presence of the
various fish species, on which both the seal and walrus feed. Feeding more heavily in the summer than
winter, flatfish, which dominate the assemblage, were
easier to catch in the warm weather and almost all of
the skeletal remains indicate an early spring or warm
weather death. A warmer season occupation is also indicated by the scarcity of fur bearing animals, which
are usually taken during the cold winter months when
their furs are well developed. Finally, the evidence for
ceramic making at the site points to a warm weather
occupation at least for that event. It is entirely possible that the site was also at times occupied during the
cold weather months, but as yet the evidence neither
supports nor refutes a winter occupation.

Conclusion
The Pitawelkek site is much more than a shell midden.
Along with the other sites of cultural, historical, and
ecological significance on Georges Island, this is a place
of transcendent importance to the Mi’kmaq. The archaeological research here has just begun, but to date
the record shows that various activities took place at
this specialized coastal site from the pre-contact period through to recent history. Among the activities
visible at the site are the shaping and sharpening of
stone tools, food preparation and consumption, and
the manufacture of earthenware pottery vessels. The
quantity of shell at the site confirms that shellfish harvesting was an occupation here, however, it may not
have been the main attraction with the principle focus
on the procurement of seal, fish, and walrus. Analysis
of the excavated faunal remains confirms that the Indigenous inhabitants mainly occupied the site during
the warmer months of spring and summer and made
use of locally available resources. Today the site is a
place of natural beauty and tranquility; however, for
many generations it was alive with the laughter, chatter, and bustle of people hard at work and play.
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