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LAS August 2013 Headlines:
Ancient campsite discovered along Minnesota River in Chanhassen
by TOM MEERSMAN , Minneapolis Star Tribune, July 29, 2013
Animal bones, tools offer clues to life by the Minnesota River 8,000 years ago.
Eight thousand years ago, Minnesota looked like another world. Prairie grasses covered the land, with
trees sparse except in the extreme northeast. The landscape was extremely dry, with lakes reduced to
waterholes and rivers withered to streams. Small groups of native people roamed the wild, hunting bison
that were 50 percent larger than the species we know today. They camped in the river bottoms, close to
water, fish and game.
Now archaeologists are getting a priceless peek at that ancient past, known as the Archaic Period,
because of a rare campsite discovered along the Minnesota River in Chanhassen during a routine survey in
preparation for bridge work.
“Basically, it’s like a time capsule — a very well-preserved record left pretty much intact of where it was
deposited,” said archaeologist Frank Florin, principal investigator at the site, whose precise location officials
are not revealing to keep away vandals and treasure hunters. “It’s exciting to know that you’re looking at
things as they were 8,000 years ago, essentially.”
Florin found the site near the junction of Hwy. 101 and County Road 61, also known as Flying Cloud
Drive.
Starting next year, the area will be excavated as part of a $54 million replacement of the Hwy. 101 bridge
linking Carver County and Shakopee. Federal rules require an archaeological survey when such a project is
underway to determine if anything of historic value would be disturbed.
The artifacts were buried 10 to 12 feet below the ground in an area mostly covered by peat, cattails and
swamp.
Campsites in the river valley were occupied in a drier period of history, said Minnesota state
archaeologist Scott Anfinson, probably by small groups of no more than 20 people. Over the centuries, the
climate became wetter, river bluffs eroded and the campsites were covered with silt and soil and filled in as
wetlands.
That’s why ancient sites are so rare, he said.
“Wet environments are very difficult to find, and very difficult to dig, but they’re very rewarding because
of what you can get out of them,” Anfinson said.
The depth and lack of oxygen preserves not only stones and tools, but also organic material such as
plants that can be analyzed and dated.
“We can actually say, ‘This spearhead was made by these people who lived at exactly this time,’ so we
can get a huge amount of information,” he said.
Florin said some of the stones used as tools appear to have come from North Dakota or western
Wisconsin, suggesting that the native people traveled some distance in their hunting or that they interacted
and traded with other groups.
Craig Johnson, archaeologist for the Minnesota Department of Transportation, said part of the ancient
campsite will be destroyed to install deep footings for new bridge piers next year, so a fall excavation is
planned to retrieve additional artifacts that otherwise would be lost.
“We don’t have more than about a half a dozen of these archaeological sites from this period that are
known in the Minnesota River Valley, so this is pretty significant,” he said.
Painstaking work
In the initial survey work that found evidence of the encampment, Florin and a crew used soil core
augers — similar to post-hole diggers with extensions — to remove samples of dirt, clay and mud and to
screen them for artifacts. The team hand-drilled about 600 holes in the fall of 2012 and this spring.
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They found artifacts in several spots along a 400-yard stretch that includes both public right of way and
private land. There is at least one buried campsite, Florin said, and perhaps remnants of others.
Florin, a private archaeologist and owner of Florin Cultural Resource Services LLC, was hired by Carver
County to do the initial survey. His final report is nearing conclusion. The budget for field work and analysis
was about $100,000.
The native people buried their dead high on the river bluffs, but camped on the banks.
“We found evidence for making stone tools, butchering and processing animals, and we found one fire
hearth,” Florin said. The crew also unearthed spear-point fragments, hide-scraping tools, and animal
remains that included turtles, fish and bison.
“Since we know so little about this time period, even small campsites are very important for what they tell
us about people’s diet, what their tools were and how they lived,” Florin said.
A bigger dig lies ahead
Carver County road officials are now working with the archaeologists to determine the location, scope
and budget for this fall’s larger excavation.
Florin said that because of the expense of draining part of a wetland, the area to be dug will need to be
relatively modest in size — perhaps about 300 square feet in total.
The excavation will essentially be a rescue operation to retrieve materials from what seems to be the
area’s richest concentration of artifacts, Johnson said. The findings will be numbered, cataloged,
photographed and analyzed with a written report, he said, and probably archived at the Minnesota Historical
Society.
As part of the archaeological work, Florin said he has communicated with the nearest Indian tribe, the
Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community.
A spokeswoman for the tribe said it “did not feel comfortable addressing the artifacts, because they could
go back as far as 8,000 years and could potentially be associated with a number of tribal communities.”
Florin said there’s no possibility that the area was a cemetery — a designation that would have triggered
a dramatically different response by both archaeologists and developers, as well as far more input from
contemporary tribes. “We were digging on campsites, not mounds, and we found animal bones, not human
bones,” Florin said.
The discovery is a reminder that native people have lived in Minnesota at least since the glaciers
retreated 10,000 to 12,000 years ago, Florin said.
“There were prior occupants, and part of what archaeology does is bring that information and knowledge
to the present day,” he said.

Stone Age Fair Volunteers Still Needed
We are still seeking members to volunteer to help with the 2013 Loveland Stone Age Fair to be held Friday,
Saturday and Sunday, September 27, 28 and 29, 2013. We need help in the following areas:
1. Door prizes. Contact donors, come up with prizes. Organize door prize table schedule (manning table,
running ticket cage and ticket sales).
2. Loveland Library exhibit, September, 2013. Need a volunteer to coordinate and build exhibit.
3. Help hanging signs on Friday, September 27, 2013.
If you would like to volunteer for one of these positions please contact Kevin Zeeck at 303-682-0471 after
6:30 PM, MDT (kevin.zeeck@gmail.com), or Janet Wagner at 970-278-4049.
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LAS Find of the Month, August 2013:
Members can bring an artifact to be entered into the competition at the monthly meeting, which will be
judged based on the following rules:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Must be a member of LAS in good standing.
The artifact must be a personal find.
It must have been found within the specified time frame, i.e., within the month prior to the meeting.
The artifact doesn’t have to be a Colorado find—all that matters is that it was found in the last month.

The Find of the Month for August 2013 was made by Shane Skutvik.
Type: Ovoid Biface Blade
Material: Hartville Uplift
Location: South Platte River, Morgan County,
Colorado

LAS News and Upcoming Events:
August 31 September 2, 2013

Loveland Archaeological Society Labor Day Weekend field trip to the Harris
Ranch at Bosler, Wyoming. A map and instructions are included in this newsletter.

September 3, 2013

September meeting. Program: “In Plain Sight.” Pam Whelden will give a
presentation on archaeological anomalies in America.

September 14, 2013 Archaeological Society of Oklahoma’s annual artifact show in Enid, Oklahoma.
The event will be held at the The Enid Convention Hall in downtown Enid. Address is
301 S. Independence, Enid, OK 73701. For more information call (580) 242-3615.
The Archaeological Society of Oklahoma is a member of the Central States
Archaeological Societies, Inc. (CSASI).
September 19-22,
2013

2013 Plains Indian Seminar, more formally known as Material Culture of the Prairie,
Plains, and Plateau, will be held at Fort Larned, Kansas. For more information see
their website: www.mcppp.org.

September 28 & 29, 2013 Loveland Stone Age Fair. If you have any questions you may phone
2013
Kevin Zeeck at 303-682-0471 after 6:30 PM, MDT (kevin.zeeck@gmail.com), or
Janet Wagner at 970-278-4049. As a reminder, there is no buying, selling, or trading
of authentic artifacts, and no soliciting to buy, sell, or trade. For more information go
to http://stoneagefair.com. Plan now to attend!
October 2-6, 2013

71st Annual Plains Anthropological Conference in Loveland, Colorado. For more
information see http://www.ou.edu/cas/archsur/plainsanth/meeting/meeting.htm.
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