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•" Along the shores of Point Pelee, 

Three hundred years ago, 

The summer sun in rapture shone, 

And pure winds soft did blow, 

The waters rose and fell, 

In soft caressing love; 

And flashing sea birds dipt their wings, 

And while gulls skimmed the wave. 

From East to West, from shore to shore, 

the teeming marshlands lay; 

Ihe narrows, by the western sltore, 

A picturesque causeway. 

Today by the Narrows dreaming, 

No vantage or relic we trace 

Of the once proud Indian nation 

Save their bones at the Carrying Place." 

...excerpts from The Ojibways 

a poem by 

J. R. Wilkinson, 1899. 
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ABSTRACT 

Archaeological field research at Point Pelee in extreme 

southern Ontario has revealed a unique sequence of prehistoric 

aboriginal occupations comprising three major multi-component sites 

spanning nearly a thousand years. This sequence has been subdivided 

into four temporal periods, commencing in the 6th century A.D. and 

terminating about the 15th century A.D. These periods cover the time 

levels of most intensive and culturally significant habitation on 

Point Pelee. Absolute temporal control is supported by ten radio

carbon determinations from four Point Pelee sites. 

Most, if not all sites investigated were seasonally occupied 

and represent a range of settlement types from encampments of perhaps 

single fanily size and brief duration, to larger settlements of multi-

seasonal occupation supporting possibly band-size groups. Direct 

archaeological evidence for subsistence strategies chiefly emphasizes 

the exploitation of the abundant natural resources associated with the 

Point Pelee marsh and forest habitats and,to a much less degree, the 

resources of Lake Erie. Inferences drawn from Point Pelee botanical 

and paleobotanical data, specific site locations and ethnographic 

analogies, further support the use and overwhelming potential of 

indigenous wild plant resources. These various lines of evidence 

point to a high probability that the pursuit of specific wild plants 

may have been the prime motivation for prehistoric utilization of Point 

Pelee. There is archaeological evidence for the introduction of corn 
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at Point Pelee by the lOth- l l th century A.D., however i t is believed 

that th i s corn was not grown l o c a l l y . 

Archaeological evidence for cu l tu ra l cont inui ty or an indigenous 

developing t r ad i t i on ( s ) i s decidedly lacking. Instead, a t l eas t three 

and perhaps as many as five d i s t i n c t cu l tura l groups are represented in 

th i s sequence. What appears to emerge i s a composite of cu l tu ra l vignet tes 

derived from a number of cu l tu ra l t r ad i t ions and in some instances having 

the i r roots in d i s t an t ly separated geographic areas of the Great Lakes 

region. 
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PREFACE 

Situated a t the western end of Lake Erie, the Point Pelee 

region occupies the extreme southern-most portion of mainland Canada 

(Fig. 1 ) . In 1968 and 1969, the author, accompanied by f ie ld crews 

of s ix and seven people respect ively, undertook surveys in th i s area 

to ascer ta in the locat ion and potent ia l of archaeological s i t e s . 

I n i t i a l l y our survey in 1968 emphasized salvage p r i o r i t i e s 

and was sole ly confined within the boundaries of Point Pelee National 

Park. The following year surveys and t e s t excavations were also con

ducted in mainland areas adjacent to Point Pelee and on nearby Pelee 

Island, to develop further the human h i s to ry in te rpre t ive program for 

the Park and surrounding southern peninsular Ontario as a whole. The 

r e su l t s of these two years of f ie ld invest igat ions were most rewarding; 

a to ta l of about -̂0 s i t e s were located. Each of these s i t e s was tested, 

indicat ing that one-quarter ,or 10 s i t e s ,wi th remaining undisturbed cul

tural deposits were su i tab le for concentrated 3xcavation. Temporally, 

these s i t e s span a time period probably greater than 5000 years . In 

keeping with the central theme of th i s study, only those cul tura l mani

fes ta t ions which arc a t t r i bu t ab l e to aboriginal occupations af ter the 

period c . 500-600 A.I), and continuing to the ear ly h i s t o r i c period will 

be dealt with in d e t a i l . 
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Problem: 

Historical records describe the most southerly portion of the 

Ontario and adjacent Michigan peninsulas as a 'no man's land' - a 

region which, except for the occasional t r ans ien t s , was devoid of human 

habi ta t ion a t the time of European contact and during the 17th century. 

The problem thus posed for researchers in Great Lakes archaeology 

i s one of choosing between 1) the assumption tha t th i s portrayal has 

considerable time depth and 2) the l ikel ihood that in some locat ions a t 

some points in time, cer ta in populations were supported. In the case of 

the f i r s t assumption, the ' p reh i s to ry ' of the sub-areas such as Point 

Pelee would be of l i t t l e consequence for the prehistory of the Great Lakes 

area as a whole except for the eventual task of explaining away i t s unpopu

lated nature . On the other hand, i f the second point of view were taken, 

the problem then remaining would be to discover the extent of human exp lo i t 

a t ion a t Point Pelee in the past, the base and nature of th i s exploi ta t ion , 

and the consequences of such reconstructed pat terns for the growing body 

of data and conjecture surrounding the l a rger topic of Great Lakes 

archaeology. 

Research Objectives: 

Once preliminary survey work es tabl ished the presence of prehis

to r i c remains on Point Pelee, the research objectives could be more 

exactly formulated. The objectives which guided th i s present study are 

outlined here : 

To invest igate the nature and extent of p reh is to r ic man's sub-

2. 



s is tence s t r a t eg i e s a t Point Pelee and the re la t ionship of these 

s t r a t eg i e s to broader ecological adaptations in the southern 

Great Lakes ecosystem; and to identify soc io -po l i t i ca l factors 

which influenced and resul ted from these pa t te rns . 

Research Design: 

To rea l i ze the above objectives through a two-pronged approach 

which d i l inea tes and examines through time, both 

a) material cul ture recoverable through archaeological 

excavation 

b) the resource base specif ic to each Point Pelee component 

and discoverable through empirical and palynological f ie ld 

data . 

with a view to uncovering and proposing logical in te r re la t ionsh ips 

between (a) and (b) . 

3. 



Figure 1 : Western Lake Erie - Point Pelee Region 

4. 


