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Abstract 

In August of 1978 the Saskatchewan Research Council conducted 

an archaeological investigation on the west side of the mouth 

of the Churchill River. This study was designed to locate 

those archaeological sites present and to obtain information 

concerning their sizes and characteristics. Because of the 

great archaeological productivity of this area, and the short 

research period, the decision was made to concentrate on the 

prehistoric and historic sites of Inuit and Indian origin. 

Professional surveyors were engaged to determine the exact 

locations of the features in the sites and the elevations of 

the features. Seven sites, two prehistoric and five historic, 

were treated in this detailed manner. 

A total of 20 sites was investigated. These included two 

Pre-Dorset components, two Dorset components and 17 historic 

components. Because of isostatic rebound, the Pre-Dorset 

remains are found at the highest altitudes, the historic 

materials at the lowest (associated with the present beach) 

and the Dorset features in the middle levels. 

Recommendations for public education development and future 

archaeological research are made here. The fact that the Arctic 

Inuit cultures, Pre-Dorset and Dorset, are present in an area 

accessible to the visiting public makes the Churchill area of 

special interest. Also impressive are the extensive Inuit camp 

remains dating mainly to the 19th century. 
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Introduction 

The following study was commissioned by Parks Canada, Prairie 

Region; field research was directed by Dr. Urve Linnamae, 

Department of Anthropology and Archaeology, University of 

Saskatchewan and David Meyer, Saskatchewan Research Council. 

The 1978 archaeological investigations in the Churchill area 

were conducted between August 4th and August 2 8th. Work was 

concentrated on the peninsula which juts northward between 

the mouth of the Churchill River and the eastern shore of 

Button Bay (Fig. 1). The study area extended from First Burton 

Rock north to Eskimo Point. 

Geographical Overview 

The terrain of the Churchill study area is dominated by two 

elongated ridges of grey quartzite bedrock. The southern ridge 

is named First and Second Burton Rocks (Fig. 1). A second, 

unnamed quartzite ridge which will be referred to as Seahorse 

Ridge in this report extends north from Seahorse Gully. On the 

eastern riverside peninsula there is a smaller quartzite ridge 

known as Ward Mountain. Below the ridges are flat, waterlogged 

areas of muskeg. These low areas were once inundated by the 

waters of the Bay and several strandlines have been formed in 

the course of the land's rise. (Isostatic rebound continues, 

at a very slow rate, in the Churchill area) (Fig. 2). 

Much of the southern half of the study area is forested, 

including most of the sides and some of the summit of First 

and Second Burton Rocks (Fig. 3). The summits of these rocks 
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Figure 1. The mouth of the Churchill River. The rhomboids 
indicate beacon positions. 
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Figure 2. Raised beach lines at the mouth of Seahorse 
Gully, eastern shore of Button Bay. 

Figure 3. The eastern side of First Burton Rock. 
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are characterized by bare bedrock outcrops and a blanket of 

tundra plants. Much of the low lying bog is forested, mainly 

with spruce. Other species present in sheltered ravines along 

the ridge sides are black poplar, alder and birch. The forest 

becomes sparser as the more northerly portion of the study 

area is reached (Fig. 4), and on Seahorse Ridge only scattered 

clumps of spruce are present in sheltered areas such as depres­

sions around ponds or in gullies. 

Climatically the Churchill region is on the northern edge 

of the Subarctic zone. The waters of the Hudson Bay at Churchill 

freeze over in November and this ice does not break up until 

the following June. The Bay, therefore, is ice covered for 

seven or eight months of the year. Because the waters of the 

Bay rarely become warmer than about 5 C, this huge body of 

water has an important influence on the climate of the Churchill 

region. In general, through the summer Churchill is character­

ized by a cool marine climate and land temperatures drop marked­

ly any time that the wind blows from the east, off the water. 

However, this marine climate does not extend many miles inland 

and the remainder of northern Manitoba is characterized by a 

typical Subarctic climate. Because of the cooling effect of 

the Hudson Bay, a tundra strip extends along the west coast 

from the barrengrounds of Keewatin south to James Bay. However, 

in the Churchill region forest extends almost to the sea shore 

as on the south shore of Button Bay. The valley of the Churchill 

River mouth is, therefore, characterized by a local environment 

which differs from that of the Hudson Bay coast to the north 

and south. This situation may have been important in attract­

ing people to this location, both historically and prehistori-

cally. 

To a considerable degree, this area could be regarded as an 

edge environment, a contact zone between an arctic marine zone 

and the boreal forest. As a result, floral and faunal species 

of both zones are present. Historically, boreal forest mammal 

species included the black bear, woodland caribou, moose, beaver, 
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Figure 4. The eastern shore of Button Bay, west of Seahorse 
Ridge, late June 196 8. 

Figure 5. House 5, shortly before 196 8 excavation; an 
amorphous subrectangular tent ring. 
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muskrat and snowshoe rabbit. Arctic mammal species included 

the barrenground caribou and the Arctic hare. Substantial 

numbers of polar bears are present in this region and muskoxen 

were known historically. Arctic marine species include ringed 

and harbour seals and the beluga whale. 

In the open water seasons, the bird life of the Churchill 

area is unusually varied and abundant. Waterfowl, particular­

ly geese, are common and historically were an important food 

source. In the winter, ptarmigan and spruce grouse would have 

been the most important food species. 

There appear to be only four species of fish which could 

be of importance in the subsistence economy of prehistoric and 

historic peoples in the immediate Churchill area. These are 

Arctic char, brook char, whitefish and shallow water ciscoe 

(Hunter 1968: 363), all species which spend part of the year 

in the Hudson Bay. In the fall the char and whitefish ascend 

the rivers to spawn in fresh water. At this time of the year 

their numbers are concentrated and they might be taken in 

quantity. Fish which are found only in fresh water and which 

could have been taken inland from Churchill include northern 

pike, grayling, suckers and sturgeon. 

Study Objectives 

Parks Canada sponsored this study in the expectation that it 

would provide information which would be used in the process 

of making decisions with regard to the proper management of 

the archaeological resources of this region. The main objective 

of our 1978 work was to add to the information already avail­

able on the study area (as a result of the work of Ronald J. 

Nash and others). Our research proposal (Meyer and Linnamae 

1978) outlined the known prehistoric and historic archaeologi­

cal resources of the study area. We intended to carry out 

intensive site reconnaissance of this area and detailed 
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investigations of some of the sites. In particular, we hoped 

to be able to map "(1) the rock tombs south of Ft.. Prince of 

Wales, (2) the RCMPolice Station, (3) the Button Bay tent rings, 

(4) the Seahorse Gully Dorset occupation, (5) the Second Burton 

Rock West tent rings, (6) the Second Burton Rock East tent rings 

and (7) Ft. Churchill." Upon arrival in the field it soon 

became clear that such an ambitious mapping programme could 

not be completed in the time available. For this reason, we 

simply set out to map as many sites as we could manage and we 

restricted our work to occupations of Inuit (and possible 

Indian) origin. 

Study Methodology 

In our research proposal (Meyer and Linnamae 1978) it was 

indicated that three research activities would take place: 

"(1) site survey, (2) site mapping and (3) controlled test 

excavation." However, once in the field we found that the 

archaeological remains were so extensive that all of our 

time was occupied by site survey and mapping. Almost no 

excavation was carried out. Our site reconnaissance involved 

a search for archaeological remains in the whole area north 

of Seahorse Gully—a triangle with its corners at Ward Mountain, 

Eskimo Point and the western end of Seahorse Gully (Fig. 1). 

The extensive bog area which includes Seahorse Gully and extends 

north between Ward Mountain and Seahorse Ridge could not be 

examined, except for some raised strandlines. We also carried 

out site survey on First and Second Burton Rocks. 

Detailed investigations of seven sites north of Seahorse 

Gully were carried out. To map these sites we employed the 

services of two professional surveyors from the Engineering 

Division of the Saskatchewan Research Council. The measure­

ments made by these surveyors recorded mainly the locations of 

features at these sites as well as the elevation of each 
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feature above sea level. Measurements have been used to pro­

duce the site maps in this report and the determinations of 

elevation have clearly demonstrated the vertical separation of 

Pre-Dorset and Dorset occupations and, to a less marked extent, 

of Dorset and historic occupations. 

Therefore, our investigation of a particular site involved 

a number of discrete steps. First, the site was examined in 

some detail in order to locate features such as dwelling remains 

(usually tent rings), caches, kayak rests and artifact concen­

trations. Next, each feature was flagged and assigned a 

number. At this point the site preparation was complete and 

the surveyors could use their instruments to record the posi­

tions and elevations of the flagged features. An archaeologist 

assisted the surveyors to find each feature in a site. 

When the surveyors had completed their work the archaeolo­

gists then began to record each feature in greater detail. In 

those cases in which a feature was sufficiently distinct it 

was photographed. Next, the feature was described in a set 

of notes and any artifacts were collected. Notes were made 

on the locations of the artifacts with respect to various parts 

of the features. The graves were treated somewhat differently. 

Photographs were taken and notes made on artifact location, 

but the artifacts normally were not collected. Although we 

did not expect to obtain a large number of artifacts, the 

opposite proved to be the case. Thousands of prehistoric and 

historic artifacts were collected from the ground surfaces in 

and about the features. 

It should be noted that in the course of our more detailed 

investigations of each feature (following the surveyor's work) 

we found additional features in the sites. Since these fea­

tures had not been surveyed, we determined their locations by 

measuring their distances from other, surveyed features. There­

fore, it has been possible to include the locations of these 

features on the site maps in this report. However, none of 

these features have elevations. For this reason, the tables 
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and appendices incorporated in this report contain a number 

of blanks in the elevation columns. 

In summary, our work was concentrated on the Inuit and 

Indian sites of this area. We first conducted site recon­

naissance in order to locate as many sites as possible. We 

then began detailed studies of selected sites. First, as 

many of the features in each site were identified as was 

possible. Then these features were numbered and their loca­

tions recorded by a survey team. Next they were described, 

the locations of artifacts recorded and photographs taken, if 

appropriate. Artifacts were then collected. Because of time 

limitations we conducted detailed studies of only seven sites 

between Seahorse Gully and Price of Wales Fort. This was a 

relatively compact area within which the surveyors could use 

their instruments with some facility, although the north-south 

distance was not small—about 4 km (Fig. 6). The engineers 

worked steadily throughout the two weeks that they were avail­

able for the Churchill work and could not have surveyed any 

additional sites. They recorded features in seven sites, three 

of which were large. 
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