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abstract

The Hayfield site, located in the upper Kuskokwim region of Southwest Alaska, was originally investigated during the summer of 1949 by researcher Charlene Craft LeFebre and two students from the
University of Alaska. Their findings were published by LeFebre in a 1956 American Antiquity article.
Recently, LeFebre’s original field report and sketches were retrieved from the Office of History and
Archaeology. Material culture excavated from the site, now housed at the University of Alaska Museum of the North, was reanalyzed, including the use of AMS radiocarbon dating and XRF obsidian
sourcing. This paper presents the results of these investigations and places the site within a broader
context of the late prehistoric Athabascan tradition in Alaska.
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introduction
The Hayfield site is located in the upper Kuskokwim region
of Southwest Alaska on lands traditionally occupied by
the Telida–Minchumina band of the Upper Kuskokwim
Athabascans (formerly referred to as Kolchan) (Hosley
1966) (Fig. 1). Various origin stories have been recorded
for the Telida–Minchumina band. In his comprehensive
history of Nikolai and Telida, historian Ray Collins related the following tale, which tells the story of two women
who, after their husbands are killed by raiders, seek a place
for shelter and food. The women come to:
a creek flowing out of a large lake where they found
whitefish. Somehow they made a fish weir and
began catching the fish that were migrating out
of the lake. They caught a lot of whitefish, and at
last had plenty of food and could even put enough
away to see them through the winter. The fish run
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at this lake occurs just prior to freeze-up and the
fish can be dried or stored in underground pits and
allowed to freeze. These are the large lake whitefish
locally called tilaya and the place became known
as tilayadi’ or “whitefish place.” Next the women
used something to make a winter house. This was
the old style semi-subterranean house called, appropriately, nin’yekayih (in-the-ground house). The
ground was excavated to a depth of three or four
feet and a pole frame constructed. The frame was
covered with a layer of birch bark, or perhaps grass,
and then covered over with dirt and sod. There
was a smoke hole in the middle of the roof. This
is the same type of house that is described in all
the old stories where smoke was seen coming out of
the ground and people could walk up on the house
and look down through the smoke hole. Carl Sesui
described such a house as “all the same, beaver

97

house”. By the time the house was completed it was
winter. During all that time the women had not
seen any other people, but one day during the winter, someone came to the door and asked, “Who
are you people?” The person who came to the door
was their only brother who lived somewhere down
the Kuskokwim River. He had been looking all
over for them and had finally located them on the
McKinley Fork. From that time on people continued to live at Telida, catch whitefish, and to travel
out to the mountains by way of the McKinley
Fork. This is the way the story had been told from
long ago (Collins 2004:71–72 citing pers. comm.
with Carl Seseui [sic] and Miska Deaphon).

The Hayfield site (MED-005) is situated roughly seventy meters removed from the stream that drains Lower
Telida Lake (LeFebre 1956). Charlene Craft LeFebre traveled to Telida with two University of Alaska students,
George Schumann and Leona Neubarth, during the sum-

mer of 1949 to investigate reports received by the university’s Department of Anthropology about sites of unknown antiquity in the region. While there she recorded
the Hayfield site, so named because of its location in a
grassy elevated area south of the modern village of Telida.
LeFebre and colleagues conducted limited excavation and
published their findings in American Antiquity (LeFebre
1956), in which the site was interpreted as a late prehistoric Athabascan tradition fish camp.
The interpretation of the site as a fish camp was supported by LeFebre’s ethnographic work during the summer of 1949. When she and her team arrived, they found
local residents fishing for whitefish at Telida and her functional interpretations of artifacts and features were aided
by extensive collaboration with local resident Carl Sesui,
who is quoted by Collins in the origin story above. Born
and raised in the vicinity of Lake Telida, Mr. Sesui provided insights on the region’s history and the artifacts

Figure 1: Archaeological sites referred to in the text.
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recovered from the Hayfield excavations. At the time of
his collaboration with LeFebre, Mr. Sesui fished for whitefish in the summer and trapped during the winter. He and
his family were the only permanent residents of Telida,
although other families still occasionally came up to catch
fish (Craft 1950b).
Today, the Hayfield site remains one of the very few
prehistoric archaeological sites known from the upper
Kuskokwim River watershed in southwestern interior
Alaska. The site is situated in a stratified geological context, and partial excavation yielded a diverse and wellpreserved artifact assemblage that is a near textbook
example of late prehistoric Athabascan tradition (Cook
1968; Cook and McKennan 1970) material culture, but
since LeFebre’s original work, there has been little subsequent attention given to this site. Since 2004, Northern
Land Use Research, in conjunction with Chumis
Cultural Resource Services, has conducted cultural resources investigations in the central Kuskokwim River
region. Extensive archival research carried out during
the winter of 2007 led to the discovery of LeFebre’s
original field report, with accompanying sketch map
(Fig. 2), in the Office of History and Archaeology in
Anchorage (Craft 1950a). There was additional information in LeFebre’s 1949 field notes, provided by Dianne
Gudgel-Holmes (Craft 1949). Advances in archaeometry since 1956 led to reinvestigation of the material culture excavated from the site, now housed in the
University of Alaska Museum of the North (UAMN).
Most significantly, our investigation led to: re-examining the archival written documentation pertaining
to the site, stratigraphy, and artifact collection; radiocarbon dating the Hayfield occupation or occupations
with radiometric accelerator mass spectrometry (AMS)
methods; sourcing obsidian artifacts using X-ray fluorescence (XRF); and comparing the artifact assemblages
to other collections recovered since 1956. The results
of these new analyses supplement the material culture
descriptions and general site description from LeFebre’s
1956 American Antiquity article.

stratigraphy
The Hayfield site is located near the outlet of Lower Telida
Lake on well-drained ground (Craft 1950a:2; LeFebre
1956:270). LeFebre describes a thick, black stratum present throughout the site approximately 15 to 25 cm below
the existing sod layer. The thickness of this black cultural
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layer varies from 5 to 25 cm. The cultural layer overlays a
sterile layer of clay or sandy clay that transitions to permafrost approximately 43 to 51 cm below the surface (LeFebre
1956:270). Pockets of ash and rocks were observed mixed
within the matrix of the black layer (Craft 1949). Notes
do not indicate whether the rocks show signs of heat treatment and it is unclear if the presence of ash pockets within
the black stratum matrix represents wood ash or volcanic
tephra. What is known from the notes and report is that
the black stratum consisted of multitudes of fish scales,
bones, lithics, and charcoal. LeFebre interprets this stratum as the product of a fish processing/smoking feature
left behind by prehistoric inhabitants of Telida Lake.
The 1949 crew excavated a 5.6-meter-long narrow
trench oriented north to south. The precise location of
the trench within the site was not recorded, but it appears
to have stretched from higher ground at the lake margin
southward and down slope to the lake’s outlet stream. This
is indicated by the sediments and topography recorded in
the 1949 stratigraphic profile. Clay and sand pockets present in the northern end of the trench are likely evidence of
a lacustrine environment; the sand at the southern end of
the trench is likely evidence of alluvial sediments carried
by the stream or creek. We created an illustration of the
generalized stratigraphy (Fig. 3) to simplify the strata at
the site as described in Table 1. LeFebre divided her trench
description into 16 one-foot-horizontal swathes; Table 1
provides a transcript of her notes with her original English
measurements and includes our interpretation of LeFebre’s
stratigraphic notations. Fig. 4 is a stratigraphic profile of
the trench we have redrawn from LeFebre’s field sketch
and notes.

subsistence
Archaeofauna was not collected at the time of LeFebre’s
excavation of the Hayfield site; however, her observations
acknowledge the importance of Telida Lake and nearby
riverine and likely wetland environments as subsistence focal points for the prehistoric residents of the area. LeFebre
describes finding fish scales that resembled the scales of
the extant whitefish and northern pike that the archaeological crew consumed during the excavation (Craft
1950a:2; LeFebre 1956:270). Other species reported by
LeFebre (1956:272) include moose, black bear, caribou,
beaver, muskrat, weasel or squirrel, and possibly fox. Bird
bones included those of duck, goose and swan, and grouse
or snipe.
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Table 1: Stratigraphy at the Hayfield site, as observed in trench. Interpolations are indicated using brackets.
LeFebre Trench
Transcription of LeFebre’s Notes
Horizontal
(Craft 1949)
Provenience
0’ (0 m)
8” sod, 21” permafrost
1’ (0.3 m)

2’ (0.6 m)

3’ (0.9 m)

4’ (1.2 m)

5’ (1.5 m)

6’ (1.8 m)

0–20 cmBS, sod
[20–53 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
53+ cmBS, permafrost
7” sod, rock, 12” to bottom of fire, 18” to 0–18 cmBS, sod with rock
permafrost
18–30 cmBS, black layer/ash
[30–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost
sod 6”, 7” to bottom of sand layer, rocks, 0–15 cmBS, sod
10” to bottom of black, 12” to bottom
15–18 cmBS, sand with rocks
of ash layer, 14” to bottom of black and
18–25 cmBS, black layer
discol[ored] sand 16” to permafrost
25–30 cmBS, ash layer
30–36 cmBS, black layer and discol[ored] sand
[36–41 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
41+ cmBS, permafrost
6” sod, rocks, 11” to bottom of black
0–15 cmBS, sod with rocks
layer, lam[inated] with disc[olored]
15–28 cmBS, black layer, laminated with discolored sand
sand, 15” to bottom of ash and black,
28–38 cmBS, ash and black layer
disc[olored] sand into permafrost at 17” 38–43 cmBS, discolored sand
43+ cmBS, permafrost
7” to sod 9” to bottom of black, 11” to
0–18 cmBS, sod
bottom of next black disc[colored] sand 18–23 cmBS, black layer
to 13”, 18” to permafrost
23–28 cmBS, [lower] black layer
28–33 cmBS, discolored sand
[33–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost
7” sod, 10” black layer, 13” to bottom of 0–18 cmBS, sod
disc[olored sand] 18” to permafrost
18–25 cmBS, black layer
25–33 cmBS, discolored sand
[33–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost
9” sod, 12” bottom of black 20” to
0–23 cmBS, sod
permafrost,
23–30 cmBS, black layer
6.5” charcoal layer begins at level of lower [30–51 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
edge of black layer
51+ cmBS, permafrost

7’ (2.1 m)

10” sod, 11” charcoal, 18” perma[frost]

8’ (2.4 m)

8” sod, 11” to bottom of black, 18”
permafr[ost]
At 8’ begins a brown dirt layer between
sod and black layer

9’ (2.7 m)

Our Stratigraphic Interpretation in
Centimeters Below Surface (cmBS)

At the 6.5’ (1.8 m) horizontal marker, a charcoal layer begins at the
lower edge of the black layer
0–25 cmBS, sod
25–28 cmBS, charcoal
[28–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost
0–20 cmBS, sod [over brown sediment at bottom of sod]
20–28 cmBS, black layer
[28–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost

At the 8’ (2.4 m) horizontal marker, a brown sediment layer appears
between the sod and black layer
7” sod, 9” to bottom of brown, rock, 12” 0–18 cmBS, sod
to bottom of black beg. lens of charcoal, 18–23 cmBS, brown sediment with rock
18” to permafrost, ash layer begins at 9.5” 23–30 cmBS, black layer which includes charcoal lens
[30–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost
An ash layer begins at the 9.5’ (2.9 m) horizontal marker
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LeFebre Trench
Transcription of LeFebre’s Notes
Horizontal
(Craft 1949)
Provenience
10’ (3.0 m)
8” sod, 9 to bottom of charcoal, 13 to
bottom of ash 18” to permafrost

11’ (3.4 m)

8” sod, 10” to bottom of black, 12
to [bottom of ash], 14” to bottom of
discol[ored sand], 18” to permafrost

12’ (3.7 m)

8” sod – 10” to [bottom of] black,
beg[inning] of new ash layer at 12”, 18”
to permafrost

13’ (4.0 m)

14’ (4.3 m)

15’ (4.6 m)

15.5’ (4.7 m)

16’ (4.9 m)

Our Stratigraphic Interpretation in
Centimeters Below Surface (cmBS)
0–20 cmBS, sod
20–23 cmBS, charcoal
23–33 cmBS, ash
[33–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost
0–20 cmBS, sod
20–25 cmBS, black layer
25–30 cmBS, ash
30–36 cmBS, discolored sand
[36–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost
0–20 cmBS, sod
20–25 cmBS, black layer
[25–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost

A new ash layer begins at the 12’ (3.7 m) horizontal marker
6” sod, 8” to bottom of black, 12” to bot- 0–15 cmBS, sod
tom of ash, 14” to bottom of disc[olored 15–20 cmBS, upper black layer
sand] and black 18” to permafrost
20–30 cmBS, ash
30–36 cmBS, discolored sand and lower black layer
[36–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost
6” sod, 8” [bottom of black], 10” to bot- 0–15 cmBS, sod
tom of ash 2 (little ash layer above upper 15–20 cmBS, upper black layer
black layer[)] 11” to bottom of black
20–25 cmBS, ash
25–28 cmBS, lower black layer
[28–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
[46+ cmBS, permafrost]
at 14 ½’ begins a brown layer betw[een] 0–20 cmBS, sod
upper and lower black, 8” sod, 9” to
20–23 cmBS, upper black layer
bottom of black, 11” to bottom of brown, 23–28 cmBS, brown layer
12” to bottom of black, 18” to permafrost 28–30 cmBS, lower black layer
[30–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
46+ cmBS, permafrost
A brown layer between the upper and lower black layers begins at
the 14.5’ (4.4 m) horizontal marker
black bottom layer petered out 6” sod, 8” 0–15 cmBS, sod
black
15–20 cmBS, black layer
[20–46 cmBS, clay/sandy clay]
[46+ cmBS, permafrost]

at 16’ the permafrost went deeper as in
clear sand instead of sandy clay
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The bottom black layer narrows and ends at the 15.5’ (4.7 m) horizontal marker
At the 16’ (4.9 m) horizontal marker the permafrost appears as clear
sand rather than sandy clay
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Figure 2: Digitized version of LeFebre’s sketch map of sites investigated during her 1949 field trip.
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Figure 3: Generalized stratigraphy at the Hayfield site.

Despite the lack of subsistence-oriented research in
archaeology in the 1950s, LeFebre interprets the site as a
camp in contrast to the village she had originally hoped
to unearth, noting that “[t]his was not a village site in the
usual sense of the word—apparently it had been a camp
site occupied while fishing in the lake and in the stream
draining the lake by more or less remote ancestors of the
present inhabitants” (Craft 1950a:2). The presence of
a thick charcoal stratum (the “black layer” of LeFebre’s
stratigraphic description), boiling stones, fauna, and ash
indicate this location was used to process fish and game
from the lake and its surroundings. Despite the lack of
faunal collections and analysis, LeFebre’s reported archaeological data indicate subsistence activities oriented toward river and lake resources. Furthermore, evidence indicates that the prehistoric inhabitants cured fish to preserve
a seasonal food resource for use throughout the year. The
summer LeFebre spent at Telida, Carl Sesui netted whitefish and built a whitefish trap in the stream that drains
the lake. He also showed LeFebre the process he and his
family used to dry whitefish and loaned the archaeological
team a fish net, which led to whitefish becoming part of
their daily diet (Craft 1950b).
The interpretation of the site as a camp dedicated
to harvesting lake and river resources is consistent with
ethnographic evidence of the importance of whitefish in
the area. In the Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan language,
Lower Telida Lake is Tilaydi Mina’, which translates to
“lake whitefish lake” and the Lower Telida Lake outlet is
Tilaydi Mina’ Kisno’, “lake whitefish outlet creek” (J. Kari
1999:101, fig. 16). Whitefish continue to be harvested

Figure 4: Stratigraphy of the 1949 Hayfield site trench, as drawn and interpreted from LeFebre’s 1949 field notes. (Note
that numbers shown at top refer to LeFebre’s horizontal provenience labels, as described in Table 1, and are not to scale.)
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year-round in this area, and Telida is still known for its
abundance of this fish (Williams et al. 2005).

material culture
In her 1956 article, LeFebre provides a comprehensive
overview of the artifacts collected from the Hayfield site.
In fact, the bulk of LeFebre’s article is a descriptive list
of the material recovered from the excavation, highlighted
with information on probable artifact function provided
by her local informant, Carl Sesui. The artifact assemblage can be divided into five basic technologies. The first
is a flaked stone technology that employed fine-grained
raw materials. This portion of the assemblage contains
several microblades, microblade core tablets, modified
flake tools of obsidian, and flaking debris of chert, jasper,
chalcedony, and obsidian. A second basic lithic industry

involved rough flaking, pecking, and grinding of coarsegrained stones such as slate and schist. This portion of the
assemblage contains two small, stemmed projectile points
(Fig. 5), ovate scrapers made on large primary flakes (tcithos), semilunar knife blades (referred to as “ulus”), tabular
bifaces (cf. Le Blanc 1984; Workman 1978), and notched
net sinkers. A third technology consists of modified bone
tools and includes awls or piercing tools made of bird and
large mammal bone, unilaterally barbed bone or antler
arrowheads with conical tangs, a four-lobed blunt antler
arrowhead, numerous beaver incisors likely used as gouge
bits, and several fragmented and unidentified grooved and
incised bone tools. Fragments of birch bark with possible
sewing holes hint at a basketry technology. A ceramic
technology is represented by numerous fragments (n = 82)
of fiber-tempered pottery, with both plain and incised surface treatments (Fig. 6). LeFebre (1956:273) noted that the

Figure 5: Selected artifacts from the Hayfield site: (a) antler projectile point with iron end blade; (b) bone awl; (c) bone
arrow point; (d) blunt arrow head of bone; (e) stemmed projectile point of slate. University of Alaska Museum acc. no.
UA 67-081. Illustrations by Sarah Moore.
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Figure 6: Examples of pottery excavated at the Hayfield site.
pottery exhibits many similarities to ceramic technology
along the Yukon River as described by Osgood (1940) and
de Laguna (1947). These similarities include tempering
with grass, leaves, and feathers, and the presence of incised
lines or grooves and dots on the exterior of some sherds
(LeFebre 1956:fig. 87).
obsidian sourcing

One component of our reanalysis entailed geochemical
characterization of thirty-nine obsidian artifacts. Artifact
types included microblades, core tablets, flake tools, and
flaking debris (Table 2; Fig. 7). Trace elements of obsidian
artifacts were measured at the Smithsonian Institution’s
Museum Conservation Institute using a Bruker Tracer III
portable XRF system and methods described by Phillips
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and Speakman (2009). The results, shown in Table 1,
demonstrate the use of at least two geochemically distinct
types of obsidian, Batza Téna and “Group G” (see Cook
1995 and Clark and McFadyen Clark 1993 for more detailed descriptions of these sources). A third possible source
is represented by a single obsidian artifact, the geochemistry of which does not match any known archaeological or
geological sample from Alaska.
The geochemical composition of thirty of the obsidian artifacts matched the Batza Téna obsidian source,
which is located in the Koyukuk River drainage some 175
miles north of the Hayfield site. Batza Téna obsidian is the
most common type of obsidian in Alaskan archaeological sites and has been recovered from Late Pleistocene to
protohistoric contexts (Clark and McFadyen Clark 1993;
Cook 1995; Reuther et al. 2011). The Batza Téna artifacts
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Figure 7: Examples of obsidian microblade technology collected from the Hayfield site.

Figure 8: Known distribution of identified obsidian groups found at the Hayfield site.
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Table 2: Obsidian artifacts recovered from the Hayfield site and analyzed by portable XRF.
UA Museum acc. no.

Cortex (present/
absent)

Artifact Type

Source/Group

UA67-081-0012

absent

microblade fragment

unassigned

UA67-081-0001

absent

flake fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0002

absent

flake fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0003

absent

non-diagnostic fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0004

absent

core tablet fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0005

absent

core tablet

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0006

absent

unifacial tool fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0007

present

flake tool

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0008

absent

flake tool

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0009

present

flake

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0010

absent

flake tool fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0011

absent

microblade fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0013

absent

bipolar flake

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0014

absent

flake

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0016

absent

non-diagnostic fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0017

present

modified blade tool

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0019

present

flake fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0021

absent

flake fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0022

present

flake fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0023

present

flake fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0025

present

non-diagnostic fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0026

absent

flake

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0027

present

flake fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0028

present

flake

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0029

present

bipolar flake

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0030

absent

flake fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0031

present

flake

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0034

present

flake

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0035

present

flake fragment

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0036

absent

core debris

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0037

absent

flake

Batza Téna

UA67-081-0015

present

flake

Group G

UA67-081-0018

absent

flake

Group G

UA67-081-0020

present

flake

Group G

UA67-081-0024

present

flake fragment

Group G

UA67-081-0032

present

flake

Group G

UA67-081-0033

present

flake

Group G

UA67-081-0038

present

flake fragment

Group G

UA67-081-0039

absent

nondiagnostic fragment

Group G
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at Hayfield include microblades, core tablets, flake tools,
and unmodified waste flakes. Thirteen of the thirty artifacts, including waste flakes, display cortex on their dorsal
surface, which suggests primary and secondary decortication flakes were transported as tools or tool blanks, or that
minimally modified pebble cores were part of the transported toolkit.
Eight of the thirty-nine obsidian artifacts were assigned to Group G, an obsidian with a distinct geochemical signature that has been identified among archaeological specimens, but for which a corresponding geological
source has not yet been identified (Cook 1995). Group
G obsidian artifacts from Hayfield are all unmodified
flakes; six of the eight flakes have cortex present on their
dorsal surfaces. Fig. 8 shows the distribution of both
Batza Téna and Group G obsidian throughout Alaska;
note the Hayfield site at the southwesternmost point of
Group G’s currently known distribution. Other interior
Alaskan sites that have Group G identified in lithic artifact assemblages include Onion Portage (AMR-001), the
Village site at Healy Lake (XBD-020), the Nenana River
Gorge site (HEA-062), the Bonanza Creek Bluff Locality
1 (FAI-215), and MLZ-016 near the Batza Téna source
(Cook 1995). The oldest dated use of Group G obsidian
is in Northern Archaic components at the Onion Portage
site that are approximately 5800 14C yrs bp (4770–4540
cal bc) and it continues to occur in sites through the
mid- to late Holocene and into the late prehistoric period
(<1000 14C yrs bp [cal ad 980–1160]).

site chronology and
occupation history
LeFebre reasonably assigned the Hayfield site a late prehistoric age and an Athabascan cultural affiliation based on
typological attributes of the assemblage. The antiquity of
the occupation(s) at the Hayfield site has been a question
since LeFebre’s report, which offered the relative chronological estimate of the site as predating the “tin-can era,”

noting strong links between the Hayfield artifact assemblage and other recent prehistoric Athabascan assemblages
in Alaska, particularly the Dixthada site located in eastern
Alaska in the upper Tanana River Basin (Rainey 1939,
1940) and sites recorded by de Laguna (1947) on the Yukon
River. Recovered artifacts (e.g., pottery, boulder spall
scrapers (tci-thos), and small, stemmed bifacial projectile
points [Fig. 5]), remnants of birch bark containers, and
the absence of trade goods such as metal or glass beads are
consistent with a precontact, late prehistoric Athabascan
tradition site. One exception was a barbed point of antler
that contained an iron endblade (Fig. 5). Barbed points
were recovered at Dixthada in the late Athabascan period
component (Rainey 1939; Shinkwin 1979). This artifact
was found immediately below the ground surface under
a thin cover of moss and was interpreted as a recent, historic-age item. The antler barbed point shows continuity
with earlier artifact forms, while the iron endblade shows
adaptation and change as new materials became available
post-contact.
Another exception was the presence of several microblades and flaking debris characteristic of microblade core
shaping. LeFebre noted that the microblades and related
debris occurred in a discrete cluster within the site, but
were found within the same black cultural layer as the
remainder of the assemblage. The presence of microblade
technology was considered by LeFebre to potentially indicate an occupation of considerable antiquity, but she
acknowledged that the age of microblade technology and
its presence or absence in late prehistoric Athabascan material culture was an unresolved issue (LeFebre 1956:273).
To shed light on the age and occupation history of the
site, we submitted two bone artifacts, made from terrestrial large mammals, to Beta Analytic for collagen extraction and AMS radiocarbon dating (Table 3). Each artifact
was labeled as recovered from the “black layer.” The radiocarbon assays for the two samples statistically overlap
when calibrated at two standard deviations, and are essentially equivalent age determinations. The average of the

Table 3: Radiocarbon ages on bone from the Hayfield site. Calibrated using CALIB 6.0 software and the IntCal09 14C
curve (Reimer et al. 2009; Stuiver and Reimer 1993).
Material/Analysis
bone collagen/AMS
bone collagen/AMS

a.

Lab no.

Measured
δ13C
Conventional
Radiocarbon Age
Radiocarbon Age
Beta-238707 250 ± 40
–17.7 ‰ 370 ± 40
Beta-238708 280 ± 40
–20.0 ‰ 360 ± 40

2σ Calibrationa
cal ad 1450–1630
cal ad 1450–1630

Conventional radiocarbon ages were calibrated to two standard deviation age ranges using the INTCAL09 terrestrial atmospheric radiocarbon model (Reimer et al. 2009) in the CALIB 6.0 radiocarbon calibration program (Stuiver et al. 2012).
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two dates is 370 ± 30 14C yrs bp (using CALIB 6.0 pooled
mean option; Ward and Wilson 1978), and when calibrated (2σ) falls between 320 and 500 cal bp (cal ad 1450 and
1630). Refer to Table 3 for details.
The dates are in accord with expectations for a late
prehistoric Athabascan assemblage and are consistent with
much of the site’s material culture. The artifacts associated with microblade technology, as LeFebre noted, are
an exception. Microblade technology has a long history
in Alaska and the Yukon. It is found among the earliest
known, Late Pleistocene-age sites in the region and persists through much of the Holocene. Few sites, however,
contain microblade technology reliably dated to younger
than 1000 cal bp (cal ad 980–1160) (Dixon 1985; Potter
2008), and it remains an open question whether these
few sites do indeed represent reliably dated occurrences of
very recent microblade use or are instead cases in which
artifacts from an older microblade-containing component
were incorporated in a late prehistoric-age archaeological
deposit. The question of very late Holocene microblade
technology is still unresolved at Hayfield.
While many of the artifacts at the Hayfield site appear
on typological grounds to have been contemporaneous and
date to the late prehistoric period, it is possible that more
than one component is contained within the “black layer.”
We simply do not know the amount of time represented by
the black layer, and therefore conservatively assume that
low sedimentation rates combined with some amount of
post-depositional disturbance accounts for artifacts from
distinct episodes of site occupation being present within
this one stratigraphic layer. Our radiocarbon dates may reflect only one of multiple episodes of site occupation. An
alternative is that LeFebre’s excavation techniques did not
distinguish between potentially spatially and stratigraphically discrete components. A third possibility is that the
materials from the black layer represent a single late prehistoric occupation that contains one of the most recent
occurrences of microblade technology documented to date.

placing the hayfield site
in regional context
The lack of known archaeological sites within the upper
Kuskokwim watershed allowed for only a small regional
comparison at the time LeFebre’s article was published
in 1956. Unfortunately, more than sixty years since the
1949 Hayfield excavation, there are still only a handful
of comparable sites that have been investigated by ar-
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chaeologists within the watershed. The Alaska Heritage
Resources Survey (AHRS), for example, records only
two prehistoric archaeological components in the fourmillion-acre Medfra quadrangle where the Hayfield site
is located. We have focused on the Hayfield site (MED005) of the greater Telida Lake site(s) in an attempt to
date and further interpret this prehistoric fish camp and
processing area at Telida Lake. Based on the radiocarbon
results presented above, the site can now be more precisely compared with other interior Alaska Athabascan
tradition components, such as those from sites at Lake
Minchumina (Holmes 1986; Hosley 1968; West 1978),
Dixthada (Rainey 1939, 1940; Shinkwin 1979), the
Nenana River Gorge (Plaskett 1977), the Campus site
(Mobley 1991; Nelson 1935, 1937; Rainey 1939), and
XLC-065 on the central Kuskokwim (Ackerman 1984)
(Fig. 1). A brief discussion of the known archaeological
tradition(s) in this vast area is described below, followed
by short overviews of comparable sites.
The Athabascan tradition is a prehistoric culture attributed to ancestors of the northern Athabascan Indians
of Alaska, whose archaeological history precedes EuroAmerican contact (Cook 1969). At present, sites in interior Alaska dating to at least 2000 years ago and up
to ad 1880 are generally attributed to the Athabascan
tradition. The duration of this tradition is unknown.
Cook and McKennan (1970) defined the “Athapaskan
tradition” with a time depth of about 3,000 years, while
Holmes (1979, 2008) and Dixon (1985) defined its beginning based on marked technological changes observed
around 1,500 years ago. It is important to note that the
“Athabascan tradition,” in its archaeological denotation,
refers to the archaeological culture. In common usage,
the Athabascan tradition, cultures, and languages continue to the present. Prehistoric Athabascan sites are
characterized by subsurface housepit and cache features
associated with a variety of flaked and ground stone,
bone, native copper and antler artifacts (Clark 1981;
Morrison 1984; Shinkwin 1979; Workman 1976, 1978).
Protohistoric (or late prehistoric) Athabascan sites include artifact assemblages characterized by Native-made
items with some non-Native trade goods (e.g., iron and
glass beads). The absence of historical artifacts from the
Hayfield “black layer” and our recent radiocarbon results
indicate that the black layer component is prehistoric.
Ethnohistoric and linguistic information assigns this region to the Upper Kuskokwim or Tenaynah [Dena’ina]
Northern Athabascan group (Hosley 1968). It is unclear
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whether the inhabitants of the Hayfield site are ancestral to the Upper Kuskokwim, Deg Hit’an, or an entirely
separate Athabascan group. Additionally, the presence of
ground slate ulus, net-sinkers, and decorated pottery may
be of Eskimo origin or, minimally, represent some sort
of Eskimo contact. Although our sample size precludes
definitive assignation of cultural affiliation, the material
culture assemblage combined with ethnographic and linguistic evidence lead us to place the site within a greater
context of late prehistoric Athabascan sites in the Alaska
interior.
The Lake Minchumina area offers the best comparison of age, site type, faunal assemblage, physiography,
and archaeological tradition. The Minchumina sites,
MMK-004 and the East Cove site (MMK-012), are both
multicomponent sites that overlap with the time when
the Hayfield site was occupied. MMK-004 contained
cremated human remains above an earlier hearth. Both
features were dated and seem to represent two distinct
periods in time. The human remains were dated to approximately 190–390 14C yrs bp (cal ad 1440–1950)
(Holmes 1986:125). The remains were associated with
three obsidian flakes and one chert flake. Not much beyond the age of MMK-004 can be compared with the
Hayfield site. MMK-012 contained a hearth feature and
component radiocarbon dated to 665 ± 125 14C yrs bp
(cal ad 1040–1470) (GX-4433) (Holmes 1986:125). The
Minchumina sites are very similar to the Hayfield site in
terms of physiography; all three sites are situated next to
large lakes, are characterized by taiga vegetation, and can
be accessed by winter trails. Not surprisingly, lacustrine
faunal remains such as northern pike and beaver were recovered from all three sites.
The Birches site (MMK-005) on the western shore of
Lake Minchumina is geographically close to the Hayfield
site with similar physiography but unreliable radiocarbon
dates (640 ± 95 [cal ad 1210–1450; I-2617] and 1430 ±
150 14C yrs bp [cal ad 260–950; RL-739]) make comparison difficult. West indicated reservations with these dates
due to possible new-carbon contamination (RL-739)
and comparative typology (I-2617) (West 1978:51–52).
Artifactually, the assemblages are very similar, with both
containing weakly shouldered points and endscrapers.
Although the Birches site assemblage lacks microblade
technology, the absence of microblades could be a matter
of sampling.
Investigations in the central Kuskokwim region by
Ackerman in the 1980s revealed many historic sites and
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site XLC-065, which was reported to be “historic to protohistoric in age,” although it lacks a radiocarbon date
(Ackerman 1984:13). Clearly, further investigation is
needed at this site and within the region of the central
Kuskokwim. Like the Hayfield site, XLC-065 is located near an outlet stream leading from a lake known for
whitefish. The site lies adjacent to the Whitefish Lake outlet to the Hoholitna River. The area in the vicinity of site
XLC-065 has traditionally been used by Dena’ina people
as a spring and summer camping ground and a winter
trapping area (P. Kari 1983).
The Dixthada site (TNX-004) is a well-documented late prehistoric Athabascan site in the upper Tanana
River watershed (Rainey 1939, 1940; Shinkwin 1979).
Shinkwin (1979:148) defined two components at the
site, a lower component dated to 2420 ± 60 14C yrs bp
(760–400 cal bc) (P-1834), and the upper, late prehistoric
“midden” component dated to 770 ± 40 14C yrs bp (cal
ad 1190–1290) (P-1832) and 390 ± 50 14C yrs bp (cal ad
1440–1640) (P-1833). The late prehistoric assemblage has
many elements in common with Hayfield, including unilaterally barbed bone and antler arrowheads; a four-lobed
blunt antler arrowhead; bone awls; small, stemmed stone
projectile points; tabular bifaces; boulder spall scrapers;
and microblades. The association of microblades with
the late prehistoric component is ambiguous. Microblade
cores, core tablets, and microblades occur in both the upper midden and lower component and Shinkwin interpreted them to be intrusive in the more recent deposits,
resulting from disturbance of the lower component by
later site occupants. This interpretation is supported by
the fact that a large majority (73 of 85) of the microblades
recovered from the site were found in situ within the
lower component; however, eleven of the twelve microblade cores, core fragments, and core tablets were recovered from the upper component (Shinkwin 1979:136); it
is possible that microblade technology is represented in
either or both site components.
Healy Lake, located in the Tanana River Valley, represents a more or less continuous occupation for the past
10,000 years (Cook 1969). Within the upper levels, dated
to the late prehistoric period, the site contains cultural material similar to that recovered at the Hayfield site, such
as evidence of microblade technology. Two radiocarbon
dates were obtained on charcoal from the upper levels:
455 ± 130 14C yrs bp (cal ad 1270–1950) (GX-2166) and
900 ± 90 14C yrs bp (cal ad 990–1280) (Gak-1886) (Cook
1996:327). Like the Hayfield site, obsidian recovered from
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Healy Lake Village has been sourced to Batza Téna and
Group G (Cook 1989, 1995).
The multicomponent Campus site (FAI-001) on the
University of Alaska Fairbanks campus was originally
reported by Nelson (1935, 1937) and reinvestigated by
Mobley (1991). Two components may be related in age
to the Hayfield site (Mobley 1991; Nelson 1935, 1937;
Rainey 1939:381). AMS dating yielded a date of 650 ±
200 14C yrs bp (cal ad 900–1950) (Beta-10879), though
it is suspect because it derived from a mixed bone sample
(Mobley 1991:78). Another questionable date of 240 ±
120 14C yrs bp (cal ad 1460–1950) (Beta-7224) was excluded and considered to be relic charcoal from modern
bonfires on campus (Mobley 1991:74). Furthermore, separate samples from the same horizontal layer of 20–30 cm
below the surface yielded a date of 3500 ± 140 14C yrs bp
(2200–1500 cal bc) (Beta-6829) (Mobley 1991:75). The
Campus site was recently re-excavated and charcoal found
associated with microblades in an undisturbed portion of
the site was dated to 6850 ± 70 14C yrs bp (5880–5630 cal
bc) (Beta-97212) (Pearson and Powers 2001). A ground
stone artifact may be assigned to the upper component,
which is consistent with Athabascan assemblages (Rainey
1940:368; Shinkwin 1979:133). The accuracy of dates at
this site precludes further comparisons.
The Nenana River Gorge site (HEA-062) contains
historic and prehistoric components; the latter date to
approximately 460 ± 115 14C yrs bp (cal ad 1280–1800)
(I‑9883) and 260 ± 75 14C yrs bp (cal ad 1450–1950) (I9883) (Plaskett 1977:90). During reinvestigation of the
site in 2005 and 2008, NLUR dated bone found in cultural contexts. The age estimates of the bone samples
[between 510–310 cal bp (cal ad 1440–1650)] overlap
at 2σ. These dates suggest a more limited occupation
period than the initial 1977 radiocarbon dates on bulk
wood samples, which suggested the site was occupied
for more than 600 years (Reuther et al. 2009). Many
similarities exist between artifacts from Hayfield and
Nenana River Gorge such as the presence of decorated
pottery sherds, incised bone, birch bark, fire-cracked
rock, and ground stone, to name only a few. Like the
Birches site, the lack of microblades in the collected assemblage from the Nenana River Gorge site could be a
reflection of sampling rather than true absence of the
technology. Though the physiographies of the upper
Kuskokwim and the Nenana River valley differ markedly, the similarities in age and artifact assemblage provide fodder for future research.
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In particular, the presence of pottery at these two locales sets them apart from other contemporaneous interior Alaskan sites. The ceramic technology at the Nenana
River Gorge site is remarkably similar to that collected at
Hayfield. The Nenana pottery was tempered with organic
material, as evidenced by voids in the cross sections and exteriors of the sherds. Fibers (feathers and possibly grasses)
may have been included to increase the workability of the
clay during manufacture, but burned out during the firing
process. Sand was also used as temper. Some large, angular grains of sand may represent the addition of crushed
quartz to the clay, which is consistent with the Hayfield
pottery (Reuther et al. 2009). Visually, the pottery from
the two sites is quite similar, with sherds recovered at each
site ranging from buff to gray in color and of comparable
thickness (generally 11–20 mm for Nenana River Gorge
and 7–20 mm for Hayfield ceramics). Both ceramic assemblages were likely constructed using the paddle and
anvil method, in which a stone or similar artifact is held
inside the clay vessel while the potter shapes the exterior
with a paddle. This is a common manufacturing technique
for pottery throughout Alaska (see, for example, Stimmell
1994). The temper and general appearance of pottery from
Nenana River Gorge and Hayfield are similar to pottery
of the Yukon River region, which was made using the paddle and anvil method. In his thesis focusing on the site,
Plaskett (1977:216) hypothesized that the pottery from the
Nenana River Gorge site “may have originated along the
lower Yukon River,” based on ethnographic descriptions
by Frederica de Laguna of pottery produced there. But the
presence of clay deposits in the Nenana River region may
indicate a local manufacture, as suggested by Holmes,
who noted that “excellent ceramic clay is present today”
near the site and that “ceramic manufacturers and local
potters from both Anchorage and Fairbanks obtain clay
from the area” (Holmes 1975:116). Local manufacture,
although not local material, is likewise indicated at the
Hayfield site: i.e., LeFebre’s informant, Carl Sesui, related
that his grandmother had told him “that the Telida people
got the clay for such cooking pots from the Innoko River,
which is at least 100 miles overland” (LeFebre 1956:273).

moving forward
Over fifty years have passed since Charlene Craft LeFebre
and her team of undergraduates spent their summer
investigating the archaeology around Telida Lake and

talking with Carl Sesui to learn the history of the region.
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The information she collected, in the form of notes, maps,
photographs, and artifacts, represents a valuable resource
for looking at life on the upper Kuskokwim. In her 1956
American Antiquity piece, LeFebre emphasized the need for
further archaeological reconnaissance in the Kuskokwim
region. From the vantage point of 2012, we state the same
need. Much of this region of Alaska is difficult to access
and under-explored for cultural resources. Further work
needs to be done to create a regional dataset and broaden
our understanding of the area. This work should include
additional archaeological survey and excavation, the reexamination of existing museum collections, continued
integration of ethnography, and collaboration with local groups to conserve and manage cultural resources.
Resurrecting the Hayfield material with the incorporation
of new analyses made possible by advances in archaeometrics and comparative regional excavations contributes to a
more complete archaeological record for the Kuskokwim
River area of Southwest Alaska.
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