


























~c: 
: / 

-' 

-8-

occupied them. Many of the sites are located on the shores 

of lakes which are in turn located in the vicinity of one 

of interior Alaska's major caribou herds (Nelchina). In 

more recent times caribou were often hunted by chasing 

them into the water where they were more easilv killed. 

The Healy Lake Village site (Cook 1968; Cook & ~cKennan 

1970) contained tools which possibly date back 11000 years. 

These tools exhibit similarities to tools from the recently 

discovered Dry Creek site near Healy, Alaska. The Dry 

Creek site also dates in excess of 10000 years ago (Holmes 

1974). The tools from all three of these areas are 

reminiscent of tools found in Siberia and dated to an 

equivalent age (see Chard 1974). 

Forests began postglacial invasion of eastern interior 

Alaska perhaps as early as 10000 years ago; and by 6000 

years ago spruce was present at the Onion Portage site in 

western interior Alaska (Anderson 1971). During this 

period a series of boreal adaptations were evident across 

northern North America. Many of these adaptations were 

expressed in technologies which were characterized, in 

part, by side-notched projectile points. 

Presently available evidence indicates that, "'i th the 

postglacial warming trend, forests replaced the earlier 

shrub-tundra in central Alaska by about 8000 years ago 
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(hger 1974; ~atthews 1974; Schweger n.d.). Scanty archeo-

logical data from this period suggest that for the next 

4000 years a series of forest adapted archaic cultures 

inhabited central Alaska (Anderson 1968; MacNeish 1964). 

These people probably lived on caribou, moose and fish 

since these food resources would have been the most 

abundant. 

As the effects of the thermal maximum began to diminish, 

interior Alaska likely felt the slight retreat of forest 

margins. More importantly, conditions for the slight 

expansion of shrub-tundra might have improved. This is 

a particularly important point when considering the Upper 

Susitna River Basin since much of the region is presently 

near treeline. 

The Late Taiga Period saw the development of Arctic Small 

Tool on the western coasts of Alaska. During middle 

Arctic £mall Tool times, Boreal Choris continued to be 

widesp~ead as indicated by the existence of the later (?) 
' ~ 

Kayuk and Nirniuktuk sites as well as assemblages similar 

to that found at the Gallagher Flint Station (north of 

the Brooks Range). Data are limited for central Alaska, 

but the Healy Lake and Minchumina (Holmes 1972) and other 

sites indicate that the late Denali Tradition technology 

were also widespread (see Bacon 1977). 
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The Late Taiga Period terminated coincident with a surge 

of influence to Alaska from the region of the Bering Sea. 

Western Thule appears as suddenly on the Alaska mainland 

as did Arctic Small Tool earlier. The appearance of 

Western Thule, at roughly AD 500, is remarkedly near in 

time to the appearance of the Itkillik intrusion in the 

Onion Portage sequence (Anderson 1970) and also to the 

finale of the Denali Tradition, which after a brief 

hiatus was replaced by a technology similar in many 

respects to that of the early historic Alaskan Athapaskan. 

Occuring as these events did, near in time to both the 

Viking expansion in the North Atlantic and the Polynesian 

expansion throughout the Pacific, they suggest the 

possibility of global climatic change. 

The earliest evidence of Athapaskan occupation of interior 

Alaska dates several centuries ago to just prior to about 
I 

AD 500. The relationship between these early Athapaskans 

and the people known to have occupied central Alaska at 

an evei:!_, earlier time is poorly understood (Cook 1975). 

The data are inconclusive as to whether Athapaskan culture 

originated in central Alaska (Cook 1968) or elsewhere 

perhaps tv the east and south (Bacon 1977) • Whatever the 

case, by AD 500 Athapaskan people occupied interior 

Alaska and utilized a subsistence strategy similar to that 

hypothesized for the earlier Taiga periods. 
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The 1978 archeology in the Upper Susitna River Basin 

revealed the presence of four prehistoric sites in the 

Wataha damsite area. All four of these archeological 

sites appear to date from middle to early Holocene times. 

(The Holocene is that period following the last ice age, 

approximately the last 10000 years.) These data are, 

however,' far less than are required to construct a mean

ingful prehistoric cultural chronology for the Upper 

Susitna Basin. 
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RESEARCH DESIGN 

It is assumed, on the basis of previous studies (eg. Boas 

1964; Helm 1969; McKennan 1969; Spencer 1959; Watanabe 

1968) that for northern hunting/fishing groups there is a 

clear correlation between areas of high biomass concentra-

tion and settlement locales. These locales are patterned 

(Campbell 1968; Helm 1965; many others) and, due to a 

paucity of floral resources in central Alaska, settlement 

patterns can be expected to reflect shifting availability 

of faunal resources. Thus, it can generally be stated 

that regions of high present and/or past biomass concentra-

tion will be regions of high archeological probability. 

Ne will consider that regions which exhibit the character-

istic elements of ethnographically observed exploitative 

patterns will also exhibit the characteristic elements of 

Holocene exploitative patterns in general. We also must 

consider evidence of environmental shifts during Holocene 

times with the awareness that these shifts might be reflect-

eu in changed settlement patterns. 

Thus the archeological research was conducted within the 

general framework of culture ecology advanced by Julian 

Steward (1955) and Leslie White (1949), who recognized 

culture as man's extrasomatic means of adaptation. We 

expect that man's adaptation to a changing environment 

will be patterned and therefore, within limits, predictable. 
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FIELD PLAN 

The field plan was designed to accomplish the goals out-

lined in the Scope of Work. Specifically there was a 

need to identify, and thereby offer a measure of protection 

to, those cultural resources potentially threarened by 

Corps directed exploration activities. 

The on-the-ground archeological survey focused on an area 

south of Tsusena Butte and bordered on the west by 

Tsusena Creek, to the east by Deadman Creek, and on the 

south by the Susitna River. Five specific areas were 

slated for examination. These were: (1} a proposed 

material site near the west bank of Deadman Creek, (2) 
"' 

an adjacent proposed airstrip, (3) a proposed camp 

location, (4) a proposed material site near the east 

bank of Tsusena Creek, and (5) an access road alignment 

connecting the other four areas. 

The ar~as surveyed were traversed on foot. Natural 

exposures, such as blowouts and erosion cuts were inspected 

for evidence of prior human activity. Additional small 

"test" excavations were conducted as necessary to provide 

more complete coverage. These excavations were accomplish-

ed with the use of shovels and hand trowels. All test 

excavations were backfilled after inspection. They were 

not mapped. 
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~1E'J'HODOLOGY 

Project methodology was an extension of that developed 

for prior archeological survey of the Watana damsite area 

under contract DACWBS-78-C-0017 with the Ale:.. ~, District, 

Corps of Engineers. At the time of the archeo~ugical 

survey discussed in this report, a literature, map and 

aerial photograph analysis of the project area had already 

been completed and augmented by an on-the-ground survey 

of portions of the Watana project area. 

This aspect of the Watana survey continued to consist of 

on-the-ground examinations of selected portions of the 

Watana project area. Surficial features were interpreted, 

as conditions allowed, for clues to aid in the location 

of cultural resources. Occasionally, with the aid of 

shovel and trowel testing, sub-surface deposits were 

exposed. These nan-made exposures augmented the relatively 

small number of naturally occurring exposures and helped 

to piece together a small part of the area geologic 

history. 
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SURVEY RESULTS 

Only one site was discovered during our survey. This 

site is a very recent historic site and likely does not 

predate 1948. This date was stamped on the ba.e of what 

appeared to be an alcohol beverage bottle. An assort-

ment of other empty bottles and cans, along with the 

remnents of a tent frame, suggest that this historic 

site was formerly a base camp. Its location at the end 

of the largest local lake suggests that the camp might 

have originally been established by floatplane. 

We measured this historic site against criteria listed 

under Appendix C, 36 CFR BOO, Procedures for the Protect-

ion of Cultural Properties (Federal Register, vol. 39, 

no. 34, February 19, 1974). On the basis of this 

evaluation, we concluded that the discovered historic 

site is not eligible for inclusion in the National 

Register of Historic Places • 
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EVALUATION OF THE ARCHEOLOGICAL SURVEY 

The Watana damsite portion of the Upper Susitna River 

Basin is a difficult area in which to conduct an archeo-

logical survey. There are relatively few n~- ~al 

erosion exposures, and standing water caused by high 

level permafrost makes test pitting difficult in many 

areas. On the other hand, the specific nature of the 

goals of the survey described in this report made it 

a relatively easy one to complete. 

1\l though no archeological survey is 100% rel.iable, we 

are confident that our survey detected all significant 

sites within the survey area. Such sites, if any, as 

may have gone undetected will likely be· small in size 

and easily salvaged if discovered at a later date. 
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PROBABILITY OF ENCOUNTERING ADDITIONAL SITES 

When it comes to archeology there is hardly anything 

more easily offered or less defendable than statements 

concerning the probability of encountering arL~eological 

sites. In the recent past this problem has received 

more and more attention in the professional literature. 

In Alaska this problem is particularly acute because 

developers continue to ask the question while the archeo-

logical data base lags far behind the analogous one for 

the continental United States. Current professional 

estimates suggest that the Alaskan archeological data 

bape may be as much as sixty or seventy years behind the 

rest of the country in its development. 

Within Alaska, the Watana portion of the Upper Susitna 

Basin presents an almost impossible situation. Up until 
~--, 

this summer we had no local data base with which to work. 

The fc)frr prehistoric sites located in 1978 did little to 

improve on the situation. 

The statistical odds are that no two of the sites found 

in 1978 represent human activity in a single prehistoric 

year. We know almost nothing of the settlement patterns, 

part of which each of those sites reflects. Our under-
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standing of these prehistoric settlement patterns relies 

totally on ethnographic and archeological analogy. That 

is, we must project from the known to the unknown. 

Additional problems are introduced because little paleo-

environmental data are available for the Watana project 

area. We know little about local geological and bio-

logical history. 

We do know that the 1978 rate of site find per man-day 

in the field was on the high end of the experience scale. 

We are reasonably certain that the 1978 survey d~tected 

only a tiny part of the total range of activity sites we 

expect were left by prehistoric populations. This indicates 

to us that the site density of the project area is high. 

On reflection this should not be too surprising, since 
i 

the Tangle Lakes Archeological District is not too far 

distant. The Tangle Lakes District was entered on the 

National Register, in part, because it is reported to 

exhibit one of'the highest archeological site densities 

in North America. 
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KNOWN AND PROJECTED IMPACTS ON CULTURAL RESOURCES 

We know that at least one archeological site has already 

been directly effected by 1978 exploration activities 

near the Watana damsite. Site TLM 016 apparr ~ly has 

been punctured by a Corps of Engineers benchmal,~. 

We suspect that seismic testing must have some affect upon 

archeological sites nearby, but we do not yet know if it , 

is significant. In attempting to further define the nature 

of projected impact, we can only offer the following 

observations. 

All of the cultural resource sites discovered during 

the 1978 survey of the project area were either on or 

within a few centimeters of the ground surface. If this 

pattern holds true for the majority of the area cultural 

resources, then we can expect that any alteration of the 

ground surface could produce a detrimental impact on 

cultur~l resources. 
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