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OBJECT OF THE MERCURY SERIES 
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The McCluskey Site 

Abstract 

The McCluskey s i t e vas occupied seasonally for about 2000 years by 

Algonkian peoples who exploited the r i c h l o c a l aquatic and faunal re­

sources. Ceramics, l i t h i c s and other recoveries are described and 

analyzed. This suggests a sparse I n i t i a l Woodland period occupation 

represented by the Laurel Culture (c.a., 100 B.C. - A.D. 600) followed 

by a Terminal Woodland period occupation represented by the Algonkian 

Culture (c.a., A.D. 500 - A.D. 1600). The I n i t i a l period i s characterized 

by Laurel ceramics while the Terminal period i s characterized by Black­

duck ceramics. Overlapping both periods are t r a n s i t i o n a l ceramics. 

While the sit e i s considered to be a Plackduck t r a d i t i o n s i t e of the 

Western Area Algonkian Culture, ceramics evidence c l e a r l y indicates 

intimate Eastern Area and northern Area Algonkian c u l t u r a l interaction 

over a long time span. 

i i 



Le gisement McCluskey 

Résumé 

Le gisement McCluskey fu t occupé de façon sa i sonn iè re durant 

une pér iode d 'à peu près 2000 ans par des Algonquinoïdes qu i e x p l o i ­

t a i e n t l e s r i c h e s ressources aquatiques et fauniques de l a r é g i o n . On 

d é c r i t e t analyse ent re aut res l a céramique et l e s v e s t i g e s l i t h i q u e s 

qu i ont é t é r e c u e i l l i s . Cette étude suggère une occupa t ion de l a région 

par des gens de l a c u l t u r e de L a u r e l au S y l v i c o l e I n i t i a l ( env i ron 100 

av . JC-600 après JC) s u i v i e d'une occupat ion par des gens de c u l t u r e 

algonquinoïde au S y l v i c o l e T a r d i f (envi ron 500-l600 après J C ) . La 

céramique de L a u r e l c a r a c t é r i s e l a période du S y l v i c o l e I n i t i a l e t 

l a céramique de Blackduck c a r a c t é r i s e l a période du S y l v i c o l e T a r d i f . 

Les p o t e r i e s r e l i é e s aux deux pér iodes c o n s t i t u e n t l a céramique de 

t r a n s i t i o n . D'une p a r t , on considère que l e gisement se r a t t ache à 

l a t r a d i t i o n de Blackduck représentant l ' a i r e o c c i d e n t a l e des c u l t u r e s 

a lgonquinoïdes . D 'au t re p a r t , l e témoignage de l a céramique suggère 

l ' e x i s t e n c e d'une i n t e r a c t i o n c u l t u r e l l e é t r o i t e en t re l e s c u l t u r e s 

a lgonquinoïdes des a i r e s o c c i d e n t a l e , o r i e n t a l e et s e p t e n t r i o n a l e 

durant un important l ap s de temps. 
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DESCRTPTION OF FIELD WORK 

INTRODUCTION 

The McCluskey site, designated DbJm-2 (Borden: 1952) is located 40 

miles southwest of the city of Thunder Bay, on the north shore of White-

f i s h Lake, (Figure l ) . Pottery recoveries were f i r s t recorded from the 

area i n 1882 (Winchell: 1911, 444), but i t was not u n t i l 1960 that e v i ­

dence of a s i t e became known. George Edwards, an old prospector, t o l d 

of seeing pottery and other a r t i f a c t s exposed when a pressure hose was 

turned on a small mound near the Ranger Station on the north shore i n 

the early 1920's. Peter Noonan of the Ontario Department of Lands and 

Forests (now the Ministry of Natural Resources) examined the location i n 

1960 and recovered pottery and human bone from a low, lin e a r hummock 

located near the lake shore. These incidents were reported to the Royal 

Ontario Museum by George and Ian Macgillivery, concerned residents of 

Thunder Bay. 

In 1961 Dr. W.A. Kenyon of the Royal Ontario Museum examined the s i t e 

and i n 1962 arranged f o r the i n i t i a l excavation by the author. The 

property owner, George McCluskey, after whom the s i t e i s named, permitted 

exploratory work to be undertaken that spring. This work suggested a 

Blackduck focus occupation (Wilford: 1941, 1955; MacNeish: 1958) of 

s l i g h t l y less than two acres. Surface collections were made i n subse­

quent years u n t i l I964 then, with the support of a salvage grant from 

the National Museum of Man, further excavations were undertaken coin­

cident with the expansion of the owner's f i s h i n g camp. 

While t h i s report deals only with one s i t e , the time depth and ex­

tensive s p a t i a l d i s t r i b u t i o n of Blackduck focus sit e s i n Northern Ontario, 

c l e a r l y indicates the perpetuation of a common archaeological material 
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culture without major discontinuities (Dawson, F i e l d Reports, national 

Museum of Man, 1964 to 1971), thus warranting the use of the t r a d i t i o n 

concept. Further, Blackduck ceramics have "been recorded from the Quebec 

border to Saskatchewan and south into Minnesota and Wisconsin (Wright: 

1963c; Hlady: 1970; Wilford: 1955; McPherron: 1967). The s i t e i t s e l f 

i s considered to be an Ontario Western Area, Algonkian culture s i t e of 

the Terminal Woodland period (Wright: 1972, 64–91). 

EXCAVATION 

The s i t e , located on a small terrace some eight feet above the lake, 

faces southeast. I t i s concentrated along the shore extending from a 

small creek on the northeast and thinning out rapidly about 300 feet to 

the southwest. A short distance from the terrace the land begins to 

r i s e , at f i r s t gently and then abruptly to the 1,500 foot contour. In 

contrast to the surrounding area, there i s no forest cover on the s i t e 

nor did excavations suggest recent growth. Absence of forest cover 

often marks late prehistoric s i t e s i n the region. The clearing has seen 

extensive use by se t t l e r s since the turn of the century. I t i s now 

part l y covered by buildings and cut through by roadways and garden p l o t s . 

Whitefish Lake, located i n the Canadian b i o t i c province has a sur­

rounding forest cover of black spruce, tamarack, cedar, f i r , white pine, 

white b i r c h , and alders characteristic of a Lake Forest sub-climate 

(Potzger: 1946, 213-250). I t i s located on an i n t e r i o r portage route 

to the west. The lake i s about si x miles long and two miles wide and 

l i e s i n an east-west trough, 1,328 feet above sea l e v e l . I t i s fed by 

small creeks and drains south to Lake Superior. In i t s shallow, muddy 

waters, f i s h and aquatic plants, including wild r i c e abound. 

'The s i t e was f i r s t surveyed and l a i d out i n a five-foot g r i d pattern 
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f o r control. Twelve five-foot squares were opened i n 1961 and four 

five-foot squares were opened i n 1964. In addition, surface collections 

were made from the side banks, roadways and garden areas. Recoveries 

were also made from test p i t s , opened to establish the perimeters of the 

s i t e and from building construction excavations. Excavations were con­

centrated i n the disturbed ploughed garden area, the area around the 

li n e a r mound - the l a t t e r i s now largely covered by a building - and 

along the side h i l l edges of the s i t e . The presence of buildings and 

use of other areas by the camp owner accounts for the e r r a t i c excavation. 

This i s shown i n Figure 2. I n i t i a l l y a r b i t r a r y six-inch levels were 

maintained. Apart from the recovery of two e a r l i e r Laurel Tradition rim 

sherds (Wright: I967), from the disturbed ploughed area i t appeared during 

excavation that there was l i t t l e s i g n i f i c a n t change i n a r t i f a c t content 

and variety with depth. Thus during subsequent salvage recoveries the 

s i t e was excavated as a single component. 

The only evidence of stratigraphy occurred at the northwest edge of 

the l i n e a r mound associated with a cluster of pottery. I t was repre­

sented by four v i s u a l l y separated zones, f i r s t a two-inch sod zone devoid 

of c u l t u r a l refuse, second a seven-inch c u l t u r a l refuse humus zone, t h i r d 

an eight-inch multi-lensed c u l t u r a l zone, and fourth a stained sub-soil 

zone. The lensing consisted of brown-grey s o i l overlaying three black 

ashy layers. The ash layers occurred at 9, 13 and 17 inches. They 

were about one inch t h i c k , generally continuous and regular, appearing to 

extend under the mound and to disappear i n the ploughed area. The 

lensing was suggestive of water deposition. In the fourth zone, which 

lay d i r e c t l y beneath the c u l t u r a l stratum at a depth of 17 to 18 inches, 

staining or leaching from the c u l t u r a l deposit and red discolouration 
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sugges t ive o f f i r e o x i d a t i o n vas e v i d e n t . Th i s was the s u b - s o i l l e v e l 

(F igure 3). 

5S/105W 5S/110w 

ZONE 2 

ZONE 3 

ZONE 4 

H U M U S 

C L A Y R E F U S E 

LENSES OF 
LACK ASH 

SUS SOIL 

SCALE 
1 F O O T 

D A R K  S A N D Y
R E F U S E

Z O N E 1

5 S / 1 0 0 W

FIGURE 3 WALL PROFILE SHOWING STRATIFICATION 

A r t i f a c t p roduc t ion tended t o he r e l a t i v e l y un i form from the ploughed 

garden a r e a , fea tures produce a h i g h e r q u a n t i t y . Apar t from s m a l l f r a g ­

ments, hone r e c o v e r i e s were sparse . C h a r c o a l concen t ra t ions s u i t a b l e f o r 

rad iocarbon d a t i n g were not g e n e r a l l y p r e sen t . Two s m a l l samples were 

ob ta ined . One was obtained from carbon i n c r u s t a t i o n s on v e s s e l r i m s . 

No date has , as y e t , been r e c e i v e d . The other was from a c h a r c o a l lense 

from L e v e l I I below the p o t t e r y c l u s t e r or cache l o c a t e d a t the west end 

o f the l i n e a r mound. This was o r i g i n a l l y e r roneous ly repor ted as above 

the cache. A date o f 40 B . C . ± 90 B . C . (Gak-1282), (Wilmeth: 1969, 

106) was ob ta ined . The date appears t o r e l a t e t o the e a r l i e r L a u r e l 

t r a d i t i o n . Table 1 shows the a r t i f a c t s f requencies by C l a s s . 
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Table 1 Classes of A r t i f a c t s * 

Pottery 5958 88.9 

L i t h i c s 453 6.7 

Faunal remains 254 3.8 

Worked bone 13 .2 

Human bone 11 .2 

Copper 10 

6699 

.2 

100.0% 

* Exclusive of intrusive Material 

FEATURES 

Apart from the mound, features are few, consisting of a pottery con­

centration with two small hearth-like features and a roasting p i t . 

Other post mold-like features i n i t i a l l y recorded i n the f i e l d , on cross-

sectioning, contained only recent materials and were considered t o be 

intr u s i v e . Plough marks were also recorded i n the garden area at depths 

between 11 and 14 inches, 

MOUND 

This low l i n e a r mound has been p a r t i a l l y destroyed by 

ploughing and building construction. I t i s located 

about ten feet back of the shore bank and appears t o 

have extended about f i f t y - f i v e feet i n an east west 

d i r e c t i o n . I t may have been about ten feet wide and 

one foot high. In addition to human bone recoveries 

recorded from the feature, peripheral excavation 
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adjacent to the mound uncovered fragments of a number of 

small mortuary vessels as w e l l as fragments of human bone. 

Stratigraphy suggests that the mound was b u i l t on top of 

the o r i g i n a l surface. A s l i g h t depression on the north 

side i s suggestive of construction from top s o i l s taken 

from the adjacent habitation area. Because of the pre­

sence of f r u i t trees and a building i t was not possible 

to excavate what remains of the mound. 

ROASTIHG PIT 

One large p i t was uncovered at the east end of the mound. 

At the base of Level I (0'–6") a heavy concentration of 

small f i r e fractured rock was evident. At Level I I 

(6"–12"), an e l l i p t i c a l pattern to these rocks extending 

i n a southwest di r e c t i o n became clear. I t measured s i x 

feet by two and a h a l f feet. The centre was burned red 

clay with concentrations of charcoal f l e c k s . At Level 

I I I (l2"–l8") the rock concentration narrows, the sides 

sloping gently to a maximum depth of 18 inches. Dis­

colouration and a few stone fragments extending down 

to 21 inches into Level IV (18"–24"). 

Ceramics recoveries while sparse were concentrated around 

the periphery of the p i t . These included most of the 

small vessel forms recovered. Within the p i t , apart 

from a few sherds, recoveries were limited to detritus 

in Level I I and two rough b i f a c i a l chopper-like tools 

and a scraper from Level I I I manufactured from a l o c a l 

siliceous material c a l l e d taconite. 
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POTTERY CACHE 

The feature vas comprised of many crushed pottery vessels 

accounting for more than 27% of the Blackduck ceramic 

recoveries but only two rims from other Woodland ceramics. 

Level I consisted of sod to humus over a layer of clay, 

below t h i s there were a series of clay refuse Layers 

lensed with black ash. the pottery was roughly con­

centrated between the second and t h i r d lense at the 

bottom of Level I I and the top of Level I I I . I t was 

spread over an area 25 inches by 35 inches. Surrounding 

the cache were l i t h i c s , dominantly scrapers but including 

bifaces, p r o j e c t i l e points, an abrader, a hammerstone and 

detritus down to Level I I I . 

The cache was located at the west end of the tumuli mound. 

It was outlined with f i r e fractured rocks which i n a l i g n ­

ment form and size were sim i l a r to the roasting p i t feature. 

These stones were concentrated i n Level I I and terminated 

midway through Level I I I . At Level I I I two c i r c u l a r 

groupings of f i r e fractured rocks occurred at the side 

of the feature. They were roughly 14 inches i n d i a ­

meter and contained a thick lensing of black ash, but 

no c u l t u r a l refuse. The feature terminated i n burned 

red clay at the top of Level IV. The red discoloura tion 

extended down to Level V. A few Blackduck and Laurel 

Blackduck t r a n s i t i o n a l pottery sherds were recovered 

from Levels TV and V. 
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DESCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS OF CERAMICS 

INTRODUCTION 

While a number of ceramic t r a d i t i o n s are present i n the area, the 

dominant one i n the Terminal Woodland period i s the Blackduck Tradition. 

Most of the ceramics recovered f a l l within the attributes characteristic 

of t h i s t r a d i t i o n as described for northern Minnesota and southeastern 

Manitoba (Wilford: 1941, 1955; MacIIeish: 1953). 

The analysis was started by simply sorting the 5,958 sherds into rim 

sherds and body sherds. These groupings, 536 rims or 8.9% of the 

samples and 5,422 body sherds, were then separately examined for speci­

f i c attributes. 

RIM SHERDS 

The main attributes used i n segregating the rim sherds were the 

decorative motifs. Within the categories established other attributes 

of the sherds and metrical data were also considered. A large number 

of rim sherds are damaged and hence could not be analyzed for a number 

of attributes regarded as essential i n the rim sherd analysis. These 

t o t a l l e d 122 or 24.2% of the rim sherds and they have been considered 

separately under destroyed rims. In addition 120 or 22.4% of the rims 

were extremely small fragments which could not be analyzed. Rim sherds 

whose attributes f a l l outside of the range of attributes characteristic 

of Blackduck ceramics and very small vessel rims are considered apart 

from the Blackduck rims. These t o t a l 17 or 3.2% and 40 or 7.5% of the 

sample respectively. Tabulation of the rim recoveries are given i n 

Table 2. 

BLACKDUCK RIMS 

Typical Blackduck rim sherds are characterized by a break 
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Table 2 Rim Sherd Tabulation 

Rims 
No. of 
Vessels 

Rim f % 

Analyzable rims 
Blackduck 182 237 
Other Woodland 8 10 
Laurel Transitional 4 5 
Laurel 2 2 

S I 254 47.4 

Destroyed rims 122 24.2 
Sherdlets (rim fragments) 120 22.4 
Mortuary vessels 31 40 7.5 

Totals 227 536 100.00 

which occurs approximately one inch below the l i p along a 

l i n e of e n c i r c l i n g punctates or a horizontal row of cord-

wrapped object impressions. A small number of these rim 

sherds were s p l i t v e r t i c a l l y , r e f l e c t i n g a tendancy toward 

laminar s p l i t t i n g which stands i n contract to Blackduck 

ceramics i n Minnesota (Evans: 196la, 34). 

Estimation of vessel form and shape, based on sections of 

p a r t i a l l y restored rims, suggests two d i s t i n c t sizes of 

globular u t i l i t a r i a n vessels, medium and large. Evans 

has noted a si m i l a r range of vessel sizes f o r Blackduck 

type ware i n Minnesota ( l96la, 39). Based on caked car­

bon material adhering t o the i n t e r i o r of a number of rims, 

both the large and medium vessels were used for cooking. 

Approximately 42 or 23% of the samples were estimated t o 

be medium size Blackduck vessels. This was based on l i p 

thickness which showed a range of 5.lmm. to 8.1mm. with 
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No. 16 " F a u n a l Remains from the N o d w e l l S i t e (BcHi-3) 
and from Four Other S i t e s i n Bruce County, 
O n t a r i o " by F r a n c e s L. S t e w a r t . 149 p., 7 f i g u r e s . 
$2.00 

A s t u d y o f f i v e s i t e s from Bruce County, O n t a r i o r e v e a l e d 
changes i n t h e use o f t h e fauna t h r o u g h t i m e . Emphasis 
was g i v e n t o t h e a n i m a l remains from t h e N o d w e l l S i t e 
(BcHi-3) and t o t h e methods o f f a u n a l a n a l y s i s . 

No. 17 "Les schèmes d'établissement à l a f i n de l a pré­
h i s t o i r e e t au début de l a période h i s t o r i q u e : 
l e sud du Québec" p a r Roger J.M. M a r o i s . 433 p., 
37 f i g u r e s , 88 t a b l e s . $5.25 

D i s t r i b u t i o n géographique p a r bande, v o i s i n a g e e t p a r 
langue des Amérindiens du 17e siècle au sud du Québec; 
rapprochements e n t r e l e s schemes d'établissement de l a 
période h i s t o r i q u e e t ceux de l a préhistoire. 

No. 18 " A r c h a e o l o g i c a l C o l l e c t i o n s from N o r u t a k Lake on 
t h e K o b u k - A l a t n a R i v e r P o r t a g e , N o r t h w e s t e r n A l a s k a " 
by Donald W. C l a r k . 67 p., 2 f i g u r e s , 4 t a b l e s , 
9 p l a t e s . $1.25 

M a t e r i a l from s m a l l - s c a l e e x c a v a t i o n s n e a r t h e Eskimo-
I n d i a n i n t e r f a c e r e l a t e s t o s e v e r a l p e r i o d s o f Eskimo 
p r e h i s t o r y b u t shows a l s o i n t e r i o r o r non-Eskimo 
i n f l u e n c e . 

No. 19 "Crowsnest Pass A r c h a e o l o g i c a l P r o j e c t 1972 S a l v a g e 
E x c a v a t i o n s and Survey Paper No. 1 P r e l i m i n a r y R e p o r t " 
by B.O.K. Reeves. 67 p., 6 f i g u r e s , 5 t a b l e s , 
9 p l a t e s . $1.50 

The monograph c o n s t i t u t e s a p r o g r e s s r e p o r t on an ex­
t e n s i v e e x a m i n a t i o n o f o c c u p a t i o n s d a t i n g back some 
8,000 y e a r s a l o n g t h e e a s t e r n s h o r e s o f Crowsnest Lake 
i n s o u t h w e s t e r n A l b e r t a . 

No. 20 " C o n t r i b u t i o n s t o t h e L a t e r P r e h i s t o r y o f K o d i a k 
I s l a n d , A l a s k a " by Donald W. C l a r k and F r e d e r i c k 
A. M i l a n . 183 p., 17 f i g u r e s , 8 t a b l e s , 30 p l a t e s . 
$2. 50 

M i n o r e x c a v a t i o n s and s u r f a c e c o l l e c t i o n s a r e d e s c r i b e d . 
T h i s r e p o r t f o c u s s e s on m a t e r i a l o f t h e second m i l l e n i u m 
A.D. and t h e c o n c u r r e n t q u e s t i o n o f l o c a l v a r i a t i o n . 

No. 21 " A r c h a e o l o g i c a l Survey o f Canada: A n n u a l Revue 1973" 
e d i t e d by George F. MacDonald. 51 p., on r e q u e s t . 
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No. 22 "The N o d w e l l S i t e " by J.V. W r i g h t . 335 p., 51 
t a b l e s , 21 f i g u r e s , 9 c h a r t s , 22 p l a t e s . $4.00 

The N o d w e l l S i t e i s a mid 14th c e n t u r y a n c e s t r a l Huron-
Petun v i l l a g e s i t e t h a t was a l m o s t c o m p l e t e l y e x c a v a t e d 
i n 1971 by a j o i n t N a t i o n a l Museum o f Man and R o y a l 
O n t a r i o Museum e x p e d i t i o n . 

No. 23 "The B e l l y R i v e r : P r e h i s t o r i c P o p u l a t i o n Dynamics 
i n a N o r t h w e s t e r n P l a i n s T r a n s i t i o n a l Zone" by 
J . M i c h a e l Quigg. 165 p., 2-6 p h o t o g r a p h s . $2.00 

T h i s r e p o r t summarizes the a r c h a e o l o g i c a l s a l v a g e 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n s u n d e r t a k e n a l o n g t h e B e l l y R i v e r i n 
s o u t h w e s t e r n A l b e r t a . I n t h e c o u r s e o f t h e p r o j e c t 
numerous a r c h a e o l o g i c a l s i t e s were l o c a t e d e r o d i n g 
i n t o t h e r i v e r , and some o f t h e more i m p o r t a n t 
l o c a l i t i e s were e x c a v a t e d . 

No. 24 "Crowsnest Pass A r c h a e o l o g i c a l P r o j e c t 1973 
S a l v a g e E x c a v a t i o n s and Survey Paper No. 2 
P r e l i m i n a r y R e p o r t " by B.O.K. Reeves. 95 p., 
6 p l a t e s , 8 p h o t o g r a p h s . $1.25 

T h i s r e p o r t c o n s t i t u t e s a s t a t e m e n t on t h e p r o g r e s s o f 
a r c h a e o l o g i c a l s a l v a g e o p e r a t i o n s a t a number o f 
i m p o r t a n t a r c h a e o l o g i c a l s i t e s s i t u a t e d i n t h e v i c i n i t y 
o f Crowsnest Lake i n s o u t h w e s t e r n A l b e r t a . These s i t e s , 
endangered by highway c o n s t r u c t i o n , have p r o v i d e d 
i m p o r t a n t i n f o r m a t i o n about the 8000 y e a r o c c u p a t i o n 
h i s t o r y o f t h i s r e g i o n . 

No. 25 "The McCluskey S i t e " by K.C.A. Dawson. 
16 p., 5 f i g u r e s , 20 t a b l e s , 4 p l a t e s . $2.00 

A d e t a i l e d d e s c r i p t i o n o f a B l a c k d u c k t r a d i t i o n s i t e 
w h i c h a l s o c o n t a i n e d L a u r e l t r a d i t i o n and t r a n s i t i o n a l 
m a t e r i a l s . The major o c c u p a t i o n i s a s s i g n e d t o the 
Western Area A l g o n k i a n c u l t u r e o f n o r t h w e s t e r n 
O n t a r i o . 
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