
In this presentation we consider what waterlogged archaeology has contributed to 
our understanding of Northwest Coast diets, with particular attention to two recently 
excavated southern Northwest Coast sites. Ecofacts from these sites have prompted 
us to ask how archaeologists might further explore the topic of food selection among 
complex hunter-gatherer societies.
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•First, we will briefly overview the history and importance of waterlogged 
archaeology.
•Then we will discuss some examples of vegetal foods found in waterlogged portions 
of archaeological sites on the Northwest Coast.
• Finally, we will address the question: “How can waterlogged ecofacts contribute to 
our understanding of ancient plant food choice?”
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•Though they are rare, waterlogged archaeological sites (commonly called wet sites 
on the Northwest Coast) provide incredibly valuable information on the material 
culture of the past. 
•These sites, which are preserved in oxygen-free water-saturated soils, contain 
artifacts and ecofacts that are otherwise unrepresented in normal archaeological
contexts.
•A waterlogged environment prevents decay of perishable materials by suppressing 
the growth of fungi and bacteria that would normally decompose organics. 
•Perishable artifacts deposited in such an environment may preserve for thousands of 
years, leaving archaeologists with a more complete understanding of past life ways. 
•From the remains of ancient food stores (like the acorns pictured here) to nearly 
complete baskets and fishing weirs, the extraordinary condition of waterlogged 
artifacts inspires awe in archaeologists, descendant communities and the general 
public alike.  
•This photo of Jolene and Margaret, who are members of the Squaxin Island tribe in 
Washington, sums up the intense interest of wet site artifacts. What you see, in the 
excavators and the crowd gathered behind them, are people who are physically 
connecting with the past. Artifacts like this basket are interesting because while they 
were a functional part of every day life, they exhibit ancient skill that makes the past 
personal.
•As fascinating as items like this are, it seems the effort and knowledge went in to 
food procurement and preparation is overshadowed in such assemblages. In wet sites 
we have a greater than average opportunity to understand many aspects of ancient 
life.
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•Before we look at how plant foods have been studied at Northwest Coast wet sites, 
it will be beneficial to take a step back and think of this type of archaeology in a 
historical and global context.
•The earliest account of waterlogged archaeology dates to 1450, when peat diggers 
uncovered a bog body in Germany.
•As increasing population and resource exploitation encouraged harvest of Northern 
Europe’s peat bogs in the late 1700s and early 1800s, wooden trackways (like this one 
found in the Netherlands in 1892), human remains, structures, canoes, and other 
artifacts were uncovered. 
•Early excavations focused mostly on wealth items (like brooches found in burial 
contexts), with little attention to the everyday items of the past (with exception to 
rare items like this wheel that is nearly five thousand years old).
•As archaeological methods improved in the 1900s, more meticulous and long-term 
studies developed. 
•At places like Lake Biskupin, Poland, where archaeologists unearthed a 2-hectare 
Iron Age settlement in the 1930s, meticulous environmental analyses like pollen 
studies were used to uncover the minute details of ancient life. 
•Today, waterlogged sites continue to augment regional archaeology with rare finds, 
but archaeologists have largely moved on to include more fine-grained questions of 
ecology, technology, subsistence and intangible culture.
•While this type of archaeology is merely part of a historical whole, it is useful to 
consider what these sites can offer on a regional scale.
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•The Northwest Coast culture region extends from southeast Alaska to northern California 
(Suttles 1990), and was home to marine-oriented complex hunter-gatherers by about 6500 
years ago. If you are not familiar with the Northwest, Victoria is this red dot.  Part of 
southeast Alaska is cut off here, but the map generally outlines the cultural groups and 
extent of the Northwest Coast.
•This map also includes the locations of wet sites that have been reviewed for ethnobotanical
information. These are noted in green. The two sites we will be summarizing today are 
Qwu?gwes, located on the southern Puget Sound, and the Sunken Village site, which is on 
Sauvie Island, and very close to the Columbia River.
•It is thought that approximately 90% of material culture in this area was manufactured from 
perishable materials by the contact era, which means there is huge opportunity for wet sites 
to enhance what we gain in other archaeological contexts.
•Excavation of the Ozette village (located here on Washington’s Olympic peninsula) was one 
of the earliest and largest excavations of this type in the region. The site, which was 
excavated for over a decade, was not only a wet site, but contained the remains of an entire 
village devastated by a landslide.
•As intact as this site was, few edible plant species were identified. Over the course of 
excavation, sampling techniques and recognition of cultural plant foods changed. The low 
number of excavated plant food remnants may have been the result of sampling, or simply 
due to few plant foods being eaten or deposited at this site.
•The Hoko River site, also on the Olympic Peninsula, was another long-term excavation that 
took place in the 1970s. While archaeologists identified 23 ethnographically recorded plant 
species in the area surrounding the site, only 7 species, all berries, were found in the 
archaeological record. These sites give us an idea of the bias of the archaeological record and 
process, even with such fantastic preservation.
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•Northwest Coast wet sites are typically located in depositional environments, like 
river banks, where mats of vegetal materials form as sediments bury and help 
preserve archaeological materials. 
•For example, in this in situ photo of the basket that was shown in the first slide, you 
are looking at the vertical edge of an unexcavated unit of the intertidal shell midden 
at the Qwu?gwes site. You can see botanical materials at the level of the basket, and 
the dark unexcavated area is largely composed of silt and vegetal material.
•In reviewing reports of wet sites, I found that unmodified plant materials received 
little or no attention in excavations, likely owing to the large quantity of natural 
material at these sites that can obscure their presence. Adding to this problem is the 
fact that many wet site excavations have been salvage operations, in which the 
maximum amount of perishable artifacts were recovered in very brief time frames, 
limiting data collection.
•Still, in reviewing reports and site summaries, it was surprising to find that with such 
fantastic preservation there is so little evidence of plant foods reported at wet sites. 
This review is still very much incomplete, but so far of 17 site reports and syntheses, 
only 4 at least tentatively identify plant species as foods. Most of these are charred 
berry seeds, elderberry, salmonberry, and salal being some of the most common.
•Archaeobotanical methods have improved and increased in importance since wet 
site excavations began on the Northwest Coast, but have clearly not been a major 
focus of the excavations reviewed so far. 
•At two southern Northwest Coast sites, evidence of plant foods is much more 
abundant than at other wet sites in the region. This may be due to a north to south 
increase in plant food importance, but this representation might be caused by 
archaeological research methods. 
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•The Sunken Village site, which was first used around 700 years ago, is located on a channel 
that feeds into the Columbia River. 
•No village is immediately associated with the site, but it contains over 100 acorn storage or 
processing features. This facility was likely important to the local economy throughout its 
use. This location is intertidal and also situated on an aquifer, making it an ideal location to 
leach tannins from acorns before they were eaten. The geology that makes this a wet site 
may also have allowed for long-term storage of this resource. Drying would have been 
necessary to prevent spoilage, but long-term storage would circumvent this problem as well.
•An account from the late fur-trade era states that this was not a general food item for 
Chinookan tribes. Instead, this unusually processed food was considered by the Chinook to be 
“the greatest of all delicacies.” The Canadian artist Paul Kane explains in his 19th century 
travel account that the Chinook prepared acorns by burying them near a lodge or hut and 
depositing urine on them for an unspecified length of time. The product was relished by the 
Chinook, but seems to have disgusted the Euro-Americas at Fort Astoria. Kane describes a 
dispute between a man at the fort and his native wife, in which the wife has traded one of 
her husband’s best blankets for some of these acorns. The husband comes home, and is 
actually able to smell this food. He finds them, and throws them into the river in anger. 
•While this account doesn’t substantiate the leaching method we are seeing at the Sunken 
Village site, it is clear from both lines of evidence that there was something special about this 
food. 
•Though acorns and pits have been found in small quantities in this region, this wet site 
clearly demonstrates the potential importance of plant foods, and has lead to further 
recognition of plant foods at another southern Northwest Coast site.
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•The Qwu?gwes site is located at the southern end of Eld Inlet, on the Puget Sound, 
and was occupied at least 720 years ago. The site contains a housing area, a food 
processing area, an intertidal fish trap, and a large intertidal shell midden. The 
midden is nearly 60% shellfish, but the remaining material includes several vertebrate 
species, abundant wood and fiber artifacts, and the archaeologically ubiquitous stone 
tools. 
•Excavations show that the ancestors of the Squaxin Island tribe, who are known as 
“the people of the water,” used this location to fish for at least 2 types of salmon, and 
gathered large quantities of 5 species of shellfish. However, plant foods were present 
in their diet even at peak fishing and shellfish gathering periods in the spring and fall.
•Within the midden vegetal materials, several species of plant foods have been 
identified. Early identifications included the hazelnuts and several berry species that 
are commonly found in sites across the Northwest Coast.
•In 2006, after researchers of the Sunken Village site became familiar with identifying 
acorn fragments, they were identified in large quantities at this site as well. It became 
apparent that the inhabitants of this site were not only including plant foods in their 
diet during shellfish and fish harvests, but were brining in resources not immediately 
available on the site. The recognition of charring proves acorns were not naturally 
deposited here, and suggests we might need to look twice at what we think is just 
natural debris.
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•The result of familiarity with this plant food appears to be a significant change in the 
quantity of acorns being collected, quantified here and compared with hazelnut 
counts. As you can see, relatively few acorn and hazelnut fragments were collected in 
2005. In 2006 and especially in 2007, the number of acorns collected increases 
significantly. However, several factors may be producing this spike.
•First, this may be simply due to more accurate collection by excavators. Recognition 
of its status as a food item has certainly resulted in more thorough collection. All 
macrobotanical material is not saved after it is excavated because of the volume of 
natural vegetal materials found here, as you saw earlier.
•Second, some areas of the wet site offer better preservation than others. The aquifer 
at this site runs through lower levels constantly, meaning preservation increases 
dramatically around 45 centimeters below the surface. At this level we see an 
increase in all perishable materials, including these plant foods. We still need to take 
a look at whether or not more volume was being excavated in these lower levels in 
2006 and 2007.
•Finally, despite preservation or collection bias, this spike might represent a 
depositional episode. Wet site excavation can be a slow process, so one relatively 
small area was excavated in the summers of 2006 and 2007. We may have just 
coincidentally happened upon a pocket of acorn shells that were deposited in one 
season at the camp.
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•Northwest Coast archaeologists have often suggested that vegetal foods are more important in the south, and 
the Qwu?gwes and Sunken Village data appear to corroborate this idea when compared to other wet sites. 
However, it seems there is still so much that wet sites can add to discussions on Northwest Coast plant use. 

•What I had hoped to talk more about today was the cultural role of plant foods we are familiar with at these and 
other sites, but we’ll have to close this talk by mentioning future research avenues.

•We know that salmon and shellfish were incredibly important to the cultures of this region, but it is becoming 
increasingly clear that managing, harvesting and processing plant resources were equally time consuming and 
necessary activities. Archaeological, ethnographic, and ethnohistorical information cannot provide all the details 
of everyday experiences, but these bodies of information do suggest that plant foods were prized resources on 
the southern Northwest Coast. By looking further at nutritional ecology and the cognitive science of taste, our 
understanding of food choice motivations can extend beyond what was economically necessary. Also, in 
considering different states of preservation, like charred versus uncharred food remains, we might understand 
the ways in which personal preference and taste experience impact what does or does not remain in the 
archaeological record.
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We owe a lot of thanks to the students and researchers who have been involved in 
the projects we briefly outlined today. In the future we hope to pursue some of the 
questions raised in this presentation, and look forward to any comments or 
suggestions you might have.
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