Archaeological Expedition to the Old Factory Lake (James Bay, Northern Quebec) in summer 2005 (by Ieva Paberzyte, MA, McGill University)
Introduction

This short report gives the preliminary results of a summer 2005 archaeological expedition to the Old Factory Lake in James Bay, Northern Quebec, Canada.
Archaeological research in the James Bay region is a part of a larger ongoing five-year project to establish a natural and cultural protected area in the Cree hunting and fishing territories of Wemindji. The Cree are an indigenous people of Canada (more information about the Wemindji Cree community at http://www.wemindji-nation.qc.ca/index.html). The project is a cooperative work between scientists of different Canadian Universities and the Wemindji Cree community. The territory of the preserve will be in the Old Factory watershed that is approximately 90x40 km. The five-year project (2005-2010) is headed by prof. Colin Scott from McGill University and funded by the Community-University Research Alliance (CURA) and the Social Science and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). 

Archaeological survey around Old Factory Lake 

The goal of archaeologists in this project is to find any possible information on the prehistory of the region, because there is little archaeological data known from this area.  

The Archaeological crew in summer 2005 consisted of Roy Stewart’s family (our Cree guide), four students, and the director of the excavations, prof. Andre Costopoulos from McGill University. The goal of two-week expedition was to make a survey of the territory around Old Factory Lake and to plan the work for the following year.  

There is a strong assumption among archaeologists that prehistoric sites in Northern Canada are difficult to find and excavate because they are very small and often not visible on the surface. However, our expedition revealed some very interesting information.  

At the beginning of our expedition we surveyed the highest elevations of the North Western lakeshores. Most of the surveyed depressions were marked as possible archaeological sites, though there was no clear evidence of human activity. There is a lot of quartz on the surveyed elevations. Quartz is often the primary raw material for tool making in geological shield areas such as northern Quebec and Scandinavia. 

We also looked at the North Eastern and the Eastern lakeshores, which revealed many historical sites. 

On the fourth day of the expedition our Cree guide Roy Stewart showed us a historical site just 20 meters away from our camp. According to Roy, he was camping there constantly with his family when he was a small boy. The camping area was abandoned about 40 years ago. The historical site had clearly visible surface features: a dwelling depression, a raised oval hearth and many surface finds. 

We excavated test pits in order to understand the distribution of material in the archaeological site and to get idea about preservation conditions in the region. The surface remains, which we gathered while clearing the vegetation, were metal objects (mostly burned cans), XIXth century medicine glass bottles, a piece of glazed ceramics likely dating from XIXth century and a fragment of unifacially worked quartz. The most exciting surface find was the quartz uniface, which motivated us to excavate further. The quartz uniface could be a historical find from the period after contact with Europeans, but it could also be from a prehistoric occupation, disturbed by the construction of the historical structure. 

Through further excavation, we established that there was indeed a prehistoric occupation under the historical settlement.  It included many flakes of slate and chert as well as a fragment of chert core and a tip of bifacial projectile point. There were few flakes of high quality quartz and no local quartz debitage.  A surprising feature of the prehistoric site is the presence of large quantities of high quality imported lithic raw material and lack of locally available quartz. It is assumed that the raw material came from a few regions of Canada – the south coast of the Hudson’s Bay and Mistassini, which are respectively around 300 km away from Old Factory Lake north or southwest. It is also remarkable that the material was found in large fragments that were still usable.  High quality imported raw materials are often considered valuable and used up until only very small flakes are recoverable archaeologically. The prehistoric occupation contained a hearth with bird and mammal bone fragments. It is remarkable that the prehistoric hearth was of angular shape contrary to historical hearth that was rounded.  The historical hearth was raised relative to the floor of the dwelling structure, whereas the prehistoric hearth was not.

Unfortunately, we are not yet able to give more accurate dates for the prehistoric site than the Laurentian Archaic period, which is approximately from 6000 to 2000 years B.P. (more information on Laurentian Archaic period at www.ontarioarchaeology.on.ca/oas/summary/archaic.htm).

The results

As a result of our expedition this year there are some possible conclusions to be made:

1. Prehistoric sites on the shore of Old Factory Lake are located near the shoreline, and therefore the lake did not significantly change its level for a long time, possibly for 3000 – 6000 years.

2. Prehistoric sites are not visible on the surface, however they can be found underneath historical occupations because of the environmental constraints in the area. They are also not as small as they were assumed to be. 

3. According to the finds in the excavated prehistoric site, people almost did not use local low quality quartz. It means that the prehistoric population of the Old Factory Lake was traveling long distances or had well-developed trade routes with other regions, like Hudson’s Bay or Mistassini, where the high quality raw material can be localized. 

4. Prehistoric occupations differ much in their structure from historical occupations: 

a) Prehistoric occupations do not leave visible traces on the surface contrary to historical occupations;

b) The prehistoric hearth has angular shape, while recent hearths are oval and raised from the ground.

The changes in the occupations can be the result of the change in subsistence strategies of populations over time. Further excavations and study will be continued to check and elaborate these assumptions. 

