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LAS May 2015 Headlines:
13,500-YEAR-OLD TOOL-MAKING SITE UNCOVERED IN IDAHO FOREST
WESTERN DIGS - POSTED BY BLAKE DE PASTINO ON MAY 8, 2014
On a remote forest riverbank in northern Idaho, archaeologists have uncovered evidence of human
occupation going back more than 13,500 years, adding to the signs of an increasingly ancient human
presence in the Northwest, and fueling the debate about how the region’s earliest settlers got there.
The oldest evidence, found in test pits dug along the North Fork of the Clearwater River, includes a
blade-like tool fashioned from a rock cobble and dozens of flakes left over from the tool-making process,
known as debitage.
The artifacts were found in a layer of soil with charcoal that was radiocarbon dated to 13,740 to 13,490
calendar years ago.
Perhaps more important, a few layers above those ancient finds, researchers found 19 detailed and
distinctive stone points, fashioned in what’s known as the Western Stemmed Tradition.
The oldest of them
dating to just over 11,000
years ago, these points
are the signature of a
culture whose traces have
been found throughout the
Great Basin and the
Northwest.
Western Stemmed
points discovered
elsewhere have been
dated to a similar range as
the Idaho finds, and in
some cases even earlier,
including Oregon’s Paisley
Caves, where samples
have been dated,
somewhat controversially,
More than 13,000 years of use at Kelly Forks are revealed in the array of
stone points found there, including a Goshen point from the Northern Plains
to more than 14,000 years
(second from left) and the oldest from the Western Stemmed Tradition
old.
(third from left) (Photo courtesy Laura Longstaff)
Taken together, the
range of artifacts found at
the Idaho site, known as
Kelly Forks, suggests long and regular use by ancient hunter-gatherers, primarily for making tools and
processing game, according to Laura Longstaff of the University of Idaho, who reported her team’s findings
at the annual meeting of the Montana Archaeological Society.
“There is enough material associated with the earliest dates to get an idea of the animals they hunted,
tools they were making, stone they used at 13,000 years ago,” she said in an interview.
“And just having anything associated with these dates is enough to get excited about.”
Chemical analysis of the flake tool revealed it to have traces of proteins associated with rabbit flesh, she
added, “so that means that people were using rabbit as a resource during the earliest occupation we
encountered at the site, which is really cool.”
But the more recent, 11,000-year-old points found at Kelly Forks are equally significant, she said,
because they add important new data to the mounting evidence of the Western Stemmed Tradition in the
Northwest.
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They may also shed light on the Tradition’s proximity, if any, to the Clovis, whose own unique tools found
throughout North America, suggest they were the first widespread culture on the continent.
“As research progresses on the Western Stemmed Tradition … it is looking like the people who
produced this type of tool were here in the Pacific Northwest before Clovis peoples, but during the same
period when Clovis peoples were moving through other regions of North America,” Longstaff said.
The prevalence of Western Stemmed Tradition artifacts in the Northwest, known locally as Windust, also
suggests that its members may represent a separate wave of human migration to this part of North
America, she said, with migrants having come from the north not by ice-free corridors near the middle of the
continent, as some models maintain, but by way of the Pacific coast.
“This is supported by the archaeological record in the Clearwater River region, where the earliest
material found is associated with Windust,” Longstaff said.
“Kelly Forks is another of the sites added to the record which potentially contains material left by the first
people to call the Northwest home.”
The chemistry of the points also reveals clues about the travels and trade that the ancient huntergatherers engaged in.
Using a technique known as x-ray fluorescence, Longstaff and her colleagues were able to compare the
Kelly Forks tools with geological deposits known to have been used for tool-making.
Results showed that more than a quarter of the artifacts sampled were a type of volcanic rock called
vitrophyre from a quarry about 50 kilometers to the south.
But nearly as many were fashioned out of rock from a deposit across the
Bitterroot Mountains in what’s now Montana, and some samples hailed from as
far away as central Oregon.
In addition, two points reflected styles that were specific to the Northern
Plains.
“It shows how far these materials traveled to get to Kelly Forks, either by
trade or direct movements of people, and it also shows the resources available
to people nearer the site,” she said.
In the end, Longstaff said, the site reflects a depth of human activity that’s
rare in the Northwest’s archaeological record.
“Kelly Forks didn’t serve as a village site or long-term residence, but rather a
favored stopping place that people used to rest, work on tools, fish, and
process game,” she said.
“The special thing is that the volume of artifacts indicates that many different
The oldest stemmed
people were stopping there at different times of the year and maybe even just a
point dated to about
few days apart.
11,000 years ago.
“I think the region was an active place where people were constantly coming
(Photo: Laura
and going on their way to collect the next available resource, or on their way
Longstaff)
home for the winter.”
While there’s plenty of work to be done on the artifacts found so far, she
says there are no current plans by the Forest Service to investigate Kelly Forks more thoroughly.
“If I can stay in the area, I don’t think I’ll be able to resist,” she said.

In Memorium: Ruth Kasl
Ruth Kasl, LAS member and dear friend of Rich Savino, passed away Friday, May 8, 2015. She died
peacefully in hospice in Denver after a hard-fought battle with cancer. Many of you knew Ruth and enjoyed
visiting with her at meetings. She became interested in archaeology and artifacts after meeting Rich, and
enjoyed getting out to hunt the elusive treasures with him. Ruth even won "Find of the Month" in December,
2011. She was always vibrant and had a true love for life. She will be missed.
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LAS Find of the Month, May 2015:
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 May 2015 was made by Steve Campbell
Type: Rockshelter Artifacts
Material: Various stone, ceramic,
textile, and animal items
Location: Central New Mexico
(Private Land)

LAS News and Upcoming Events:
Speakers Needed!
Really!! We need speakers for our 2015 meetings! If you would like to give a presentation or know of
someone who would give a great program please contact Andy Coca, Jean Steinhoff or Kevin Zeeck. No
experience is necessary, just a passion for our hobby and a willingness to share that passion. Thanks!
May 23 – 25, 2015

Loveland Archaeological Society Memorial Day Weekend field trip to the Harris
Ranch at Bosler, Wyoming. See map and instructions on the next page. Respect the
landowner and do not abuse the privilege. This includes the following: Do not litter;
respect gates, fences and cattle; drive only on established dirt roads and don’t bring
motorcycles and ATVs; camp only where designated; and if you bring an animal don’t
let it run loose. To view the Loveland Archaeological Society Code of Ethics please
go to the following website: http://stoneagefair.com/LAS_code_of_ethics.htm.

June 2, 2015

June meeting. Program: Interactive presentation on true arrowheads – out of the
archaic, into the Woodland period! Bring in your “arrowheads” and take part in this
exciting program. True arrowheads are considered to be prehistoric to historic
(i.e., Avonlea, Hog Back, Mummy Cave, Plains Side Notch, Washita, Harrell, etc.).

July 7, 2015

July meeting. Program: To be announced
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