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LAS March 2011 Headlines:

11,500-year-old remains of cremated child discovered 

Along with the bone fragments, animal bones and stone tools were found at the site.

By LiveScience, February 24, 2011
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     An archaeological dig in Alaska has uncovered the oldest human remains ever found in Arctic or Subarctic North America – the cremated skeleton of a 3-year-old.

     The chlid's burned bone fragments were found in a fire pit in the remains of an ancient house near the Tanana River in central Alaska. Researchers date the cremation to 11,500 years ago. After the child's body was burned, researchers report in the Feb. 25 issue of the journal Science, the house and hearth were buried and abandoned.

     "The fact that the child was cremated within the center of the house … this was an important member of society," said study author Ben Potter, an archaeologist at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks.

Cooking and cremation

     The child's remains aren't the only thing about the find that excites Potter and his colleagues. The Paleoindian inhabitants of Alaska left few structures behind; usually, archaeologists discover outdoor hearths and specialized tools that suggest temporary work sites or hunting camps. The house that became a child's grave is the first house structure found from this time period in northern North America. The most similar site found is on the Kamchatka Peninsula in far eastern Russia, Potter said during a press conference.

     The cremated child lived and died at the very end of the "last cold snap of the last Ice Age," Potter said. The Bering Land Bridge that once connected eastern Siberia and Alaska still may have been open, or was only recently inundated by rising sea levels. The newly discovered house sits in an area called the Upward Sun River site, which would have been well vegetated, Potter said. The inhabitants stoked their cooking fires with poplar wood.

     Within the fire pit, the researchers discovered the cooked bones of small animals, including salmon, rabbits, ground squirrels and birds. The presence of salmon (and young ground squirrels), peg the site as a summer settlement, Potter said. The presence of the child, who could have been as young as 2 or as old as 4 based on the development of the adult teeth, suggests that women were present as well, said study researcher Joel Irish, a dental anthropologist at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks.

     "In prehistoric times, weaning would come as late as maybe 3 years old," Irish said. "So this child was probably still breastfeeding."

     The researchers also found four used stone tools at the site, along with stone flakes left over from tool-sharpening.

Native son (or daughter)

     By sifting through the layers in the fire pit, the researchers were able to reconstruct the house's inhabitants' summer. They fished and hunted small game, either cooking it in the hearth or disposing of bones and other leftovers there. When the child died, he or she – researchers can't say for sure, though they're hoping to find out – was placed on his or her back in the hearth and burned for one to three hours.

     The child's cremation site may have been a former cooking pit, but Potter and Irish don't suspect cannibalism. The child's body wasn't disturbed during the burn, they said, and no limbs were carted off to the dinner table. The house's foundation was filled in after the cremation, suggesting a respectful burial, Potter said.

     The child's cause of death can't be determined, and only about 20 percent of the skeleton survived the fire (Potter first realized he'd found human remains when he uncovered a molar tooth). The teeth do provide some clues as to the child's ancestry, Irish said. He or she had shovel-shaped front teeth, a genetic trait common in northeast Asian and Native American populations.

     "This child does have some affinity to native populations," Irish said.

     As such, the researchers worked with native groups in every step of the scientific process. When Potter found the first molar, he immediately halted the dig to consult with local native communities and the owner of the land. The researchers plan to try to extract DNA from the bones, both to see if they can tell the child's gender and to see if they can genetically link him or her to living or ancient native populations. What will happen to the bones after that has not yet been decided, Potter said.

     The find is a "very significant discovery and contribution to North American archaeology," said E. James Dixon, an anthropologist at the University of New Mexico who was not involved in the dig. The find fits a pattern, Dixon said, in that 25 percent of remains found that are older than 10,000 years are children.

     "It suggests that there is a relatively high infant mortality rate across North America at the time, and this reinforces that pattern," Dixon told LiveScience.

     The child's young age hit close to home for the research team, Potter said.

     "We both have young children around the same age," Potter said of himself and Irish. "That was quite remarkable for both of us to be thinking, beyond the scientific aspect, that yes, this was a living breathing human being that died."

Stone Age Fair Graphic Contest

It’s time to start planning for the 2011 Stone Age Fair and we need your help.  For those of you who are artistic, we are looking for you to use your talent to help us design the graphic to be used to advertise this year’s Fair.  Simply bring your design to the April LAS meeting.  The Stone Age Fair Committee will then review the entries and announce their decision at the May LAS meeting.  Here are the graphics used for the 2009 and 2010 Stone Age Fairs as examples:
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2009 Stone Age Fair






2010 Stone Age Fair

LAS Find of the Month, February - March 2011:

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.  Must be a member of LAS in good standing.

2.  The artifact must be a personal find.

3.  It must have been found within the specified time frame, i.e., within the month prior to the meeting.

4.  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 February - March 2011 was made by Kendra Soderberg

Type:  Hell Gap

Material:  Unknown chocolate brown material, 


    possibly dark petrified wood

Location:  Keith County, Nebraska

LAS News and Upcoming Events:

March 1st

We enjoyed an outstanding presentation by Bill and Beth Sagstetter titled “The Cliff 




Dwellings Speak.”  The Sagstetters also sold copies of their new book with the same 




title.  If you didn’t make the meeting you can get a copy by ordering from 

Beth Sagstetter, 2217 Grove Street, Denver, CO 80211.  Price is just $20.00 for LAS 

members, which covers shipping and handling.  The same book sells for $24.95 on 

Amazon.com, but you have to pay shipping.  Get your copy now!

April 2nd

2010 Spring Into Archaeology Fair, Poudre Valley REA Building.  If you plan to exhibit




please call Andy Coca at (303) 286-7711 for table space.  Additional information will 

be posted on the LAS website at http://stoneagefair.com.  See you there!

April 5th

April meeting.  Guest speaker:  To Be Announced.  Bring your design(s) for the 2011 




Stone Age Fair graphic contest!  Your prize – recognition on this year’s Stone Age 




Fair flyer and in the Stone Age Fair program.
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DISCOVERY SITE: The dig location where the remains of the child were discovered in Alaska. (Photo: University of Alaska Fairbanks)
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- Sponsor of the Annual Loveland Stone Age Fair -

www.stoneagefair.com

4

