IV. ARCHAEOLOGICAL OVERVIEW

Ethnohistory

The Seward Peninsula and the project region remained undiscovered by
Europeans until the eighteenth century. The pripcipal source of early ethno-
graphic information for the area is Edward William Nelson who made extensive
trips throughout the region while employed by the U.S. Army Signal Service at
Saint Michael. 1t was during these trips that Nelson gathered ethnographic
collections for the U. §. National Museum and recorded the tradmonal way of
Eskimo culture in western Alaska (Nelson §1983).

Setttements were observed along the coast during both the summer and
winter months by Europeans visiting the area. Ivan Kobelev’'s map of 1779 shows
many of these native villages along the coast of the Seward Peninsula (Ray
1975:90; Ray 1983:map). Eskimo villages werc located in close proximity to
hunting and fishing grounds since the catching of salmon and the hunting of
caribou provided major sources of food for the native populations. Summer
camps were used for caribou hunting as well as for fishing and berry gather-
ing. Drying racks for meat are frequently mentioned in the early literature.
Nets made from sinew were used to catch fish, decoys used for ducks, and
caribou were likely hunted with bows, arrows, and spears (Ray 1975:90).
Because small marine mammals were hunted during the winter scason, winter
villages were typically located on the coast. Winter subsistence also included
fishing through ice holes for tomcod and crabs, and the snaring of small
animals.

Summer houses, observed by Nelson on a low, sandy coast near Cape Nome,
were described as conical lodges made from standing poles of driftwood placed
in a small circle with the tops of the poles leaning together much like a
tepee. These small houses were reportedly used during the summer months while
fishing for salmon and snaring marmots, Winter homes at 2 village near Cape
Nome were constructed from driftwood and sod. These semisubterranean winter
homes consgisted of a living area and storage room connected by a small passage
way. Entrance to the house was though a hole in the roof of the storage room
(Nelson 1983:253-254).

Native clothing was made mostly from sealskin, caribou, and ground
squirrel. Coats of gutskin were worn to protect against dampness. For
transportation, kayaks and umiaks were used during the summer season while
sleds were utilized during the winter months. Trading appears to have been
minimal until the influx of whalers and traders in the 1850s (Ray 1983:64).
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