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Figure 8. Drawings of formed artifacts from both tent ring complexes: scrapers [A (089D), B (089AJ), C (089H), D 
(089M), E (089AM)], notched projectile points [F (089X), G (089H), H (089H), I (118J), J (118H), K (118H), L 
(089X), M (089AL)], and bifacial knives [N (089X) and O (089AM)].  
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Corresponding dates from the two campsites imply 
the rough contemporaneity of the two tent ring clusters 
and suggest that both areas were used within decades of 
each other. While radiocarbon dating does not allow for 
a more precise determination of occupation age, there 
are other indicators of contemporaneous use. Prehistoric 
hunters would have made decisions about the geographic 
placement of these settlement areas in relation to the sur-
rounding landscape and topography, proximity to the lake, 
vegetation resources, caribou migration routes, weather 
conditions, and other related factors. The complexes have 
been placed similarly in relation to the surrounding land-
scape, almost like mirror images across the lake. This simi-
larity is one indicator of possible shared cultural behavior, 
which further supports roughly contemporaneous occu-
pation. Similar weathering and lichen cover on tent ring 
stones indicate approximately equal lengths of time since 
construction and the possibility for seasonal occupations 
at either end of the lake by the same group of people.

A closer look at the placement of tent rings within each 
complex may address the question of contemporaneous 
occupation of individual tent rings. Many of the tent rings 
sit atop small ridges or within the grassy bottoms of gentle 
swales. It is difficult to say why swales and ridges were 
chosen, but the patterned spacing may indicate contem-
poraneous occupation of the rings (Park 1997; Whitelaw 
1991). The contiguous spacing of the tent rings may in-
dicate a social need for physical distance from neighbors 
occupying nearby tents (Binford 1983; McCartney 1977; 
Whalen 1981). Regularly spaced clustering of households 
has also been interpreted as an indicator of close social 
relationships, such as kinship ties or political alliances 
(Gargett and Hayden 1991; Stark and Young 1981; Yellen 

1977). The very regular spacing of tent rings seems less 
likely to be attributable to successive occupations by single 
families constructing new tent rings year after year—why 
would one family construct tent rings year after year with 
such regular spacing? Although it is very unlikely that all 
the tent rings at both complexes were occupied at once, it 
seems likely that some or many of the tent rings were in 
use at the same time.

The association of lithics with tent rings is strong. Of 
the 55 total tent rings, 53 contained lithic artifacts, and 
the artifacts are almost always entirely within the perim-
eter of the structures. Only two lithic scatters unassociated 
with tent rings were documented on the landforms con-
taining the tent ring complexes, and almost no lithic ma-
terial was found outside the tent ring walls. It seems highly 
unlikely that such a large number of tent rings would be 
subsequently placed precisely atop nearly every observed 
ancient lithic scatter. It makes far more sense to assume 
an association between the two forms of archaeological 
data. The correspondence of the hearth features located 
centrally in several of the tested tent rings, the Northern 
Archaic-age dates from samples in the hearths, and lithics 
indicating heat-fractured tools and flakes associated with 
both the hearths and the Northern Archaic tradition all 
strongly support the association of tent rings, radiocarbon 
dates, and lithic artifacts.

A final discussion concerns the tent ring complexes 
and their possible association with two of the most promi-
nent sites at Agiak Lake—the monumental caribou drive-
lines. A presumption can be made that the drivelines are 
protohistoric or historic in age due to good preservation 
of many of the cairns, the association of preserved willow 
within some cairns, and the historically documented use 

Table 3. Surface and subsurface debitage from the northern (XCL-089) and southern (XCL-118) tent ring complexes.

Stage of Reduction and Technology Flake Types

XCL-089 (40 tent rings) XCL-118 (15 tent rings)

Count Percent Count Percent

Early Stage Core Shaping Primary Decortication 8 0.8 0 0.0
Secondary Decortication 33 3.2 8 2.6
Interior Multi-Faceted 149 14.7 20 6.5
Interior Single-Faceted 46 4.5 10 3.3

Bifacial Shaping Edge Preparation 39 3.8 16 5.2
Bifacial Percussion 184 18.1 36 11.7
Bifacial Pressure 401 39.5 181 59.0
Notching Flake 1 0.1 0 0.0

Unifacial Shaping Unifacial Pressure 155 15.3 36 11.7
Total 1,016 100.0 307 100.0
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of this hunting strategy in similar Brooks Range settings 
(Binford 1991; Burch 2006; Spearman 1986). In fact, the 
last documented communal kayak-caribou hunt occurred 
just 16 km north of Agiak Lake at Little Chandler Lake in 
1944 (Spearman 1986). Preserved willow fragments, likely 
used to enhance the inuksuit during a caribou drive and 
found near and under many of the cairns indicate that the 
lines, or portions of the lines, were indeed used in more 
recent times. However, the argument can also be made for 
a more ancient construction and use of the drivelines, with 
later populations using and augmenting this ready-made 
hunting facility (Brink 2005). 

The state of preservation of individual inuksuit varies 
and suggests multiple episodes of construction and use. 
While some inuksuit are well preserved (standing) and un-
vegetated, others, especially in the southern line, are poor-
ly preserved (toppled) and exhibit very heavy lichen cover. 
Admittedly a rough, relative measure, the degree of lichen 
growth on many inuksuit is nonetheless equivalent to that 
found on stones from tent rings now dated to over 3000 
cal. years bc. Our attempts to derive more precise ages 
using lichenometry were not successful since the environ-
mental conditions among individual inuksuit were highly 
variable. While many of the inuksuit have very little lichen 
cover and were therefore probably constructed and used in 
more recent times, the dilapidated inuksuit may be part of 
a more ancient drive system. 

Furthermore, the proximity of both tent ring com-
plexes to the northern and southern drivelines give cir-
cumstantial support to their possible association. The 
symmetry produced by the physical locations of the tent 
ring complexes and the drivelines in relation to one an-
other may indicate functional positioning of settlements 
and drivelines at both ends of the lake, perhaps in rela-
tion to predictable seasonal shifts in caribou migration. 
Both tent ring complexes are situated in the same rela-
tive position and within 700 m of the drivelines. The tent 
ring settlements would have been out of sight to caribou 
moving along the lines, yet close to the termination of the 
lines and the expected kill areas on the lakeshore. This 
would have facilitated processing, preservation, storage, 
and use of caribou meat, hides, etc.—activities that would 
at least partially have taken place within the residential 
camp. The many endscrapers found in the tent ring settle-
ments suggest that hide-working was an important activ-
ity. The large bifacial knives would have functioned well as 
meat slicing and butchering tools, as seen associated with 
other large scale kill-butchery sites (Jodry 1998; Morrison 

1997). Surprisingly, there is no evidence at Agiak of stor-
age facilities, such as stone caches, as seen in similar his-
toric contexts (Binford 1978, 1980; Murray 1999). If large 
amounts of game were procured on the shores of Agiak 
Lake, it may be that stone caches were not a part Northern 
Archaic technology. Perhaps perishable materials, such as 
drying racks (Binford 1978), were a more common meth-
od of preserving meat if the hunt took place in spring; 
meat obtained in fall hunts could be frozen without leav-
ing any archaeological trace. Another possibility is that the 
sites were short-term occupations and no storage facilities 
were necessary.

There is no reason to suspect that northern caribou 
hunters would not participate in communal caribou hunts. 
This is an ancient technique used for thousands of years 
in the Old World (Davis and Reeves 1990) and a tech-
nique almost certainly within the capabilities of Northern 
Archaic hunters in the central Brooks Range. Ackerman 
(2004), for example, has argued for a similar connection 
between a Northern Archaic assemblage and a caribou 
driveline near a lake in southwestern Alaska. It has even 
been suggested that before the introduction of firearms, 
moderately sized populations in the New World would 
have been required to hunt communally, especially in 
seasonally variable, high-latitude environments such as 
northern Alaska (Blehr 1990). Communal hunting was 
not necessarily employed because it was cost-effective in 
terms of labor but rather because it was a more reliable 
(less risky) means of ensuring a successful hunt (Hayden 
1981; Hofman 1994). The possibility of many people at 
Agiak Lake for at least part of the year suggests the ne-
cessity, and human resources necessary, for communal 
driveline hunting (Driver 1990; Riches 1982). However, 
it should be noted that the activation of caribou drivelines 
in ethnographic times did not require a large number of 
people—as few as twenty is sufficient (Balikci 1970; Bin-
ford 1991, Spearman 1986). It should also be kept in mind 
that reasons for human aggregation other than communal 
hunting, such as religious gatherings, rites of passage cer-
emonies, information sharing, mate finding, etc., would 
have been important concerns (Binford 1991; Conkey 
1980; Hofman 1994). 

Another argument for the association of the tent rings 
and the drivelines involves changing lake levels. Both tent 
ring complexes are at similar elevations above the current 
lake level. After mapping the terrain and looking closely 
at the topography around Agiak Lake, we observed that 
the lake level may have been higher than at present. The 
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land immediately surrounding the lake is relatively low 
and wet. Around most of the lake at a distance of 5 to 500 
m from the present shoreline exists a steep bank that rises 
roughly 5 to 20 m from the low-lying terrain surrounding 
the lake, possibly representing a paleoshoreline. In addi-
tion, the southern outlet creek flows through a very nar-
row, steep-walled valley that rises some 5 to 10 m above 
the lake level. If this narrow outlet was once partially filled 
in, it would have dammed the lake, causing higher lake 
levels. Clague et al. (2006) documented a similar lake lev-
el shift at Kluane Lake, in the southern Yukon Territory, 
due to glacial activity and snowfall. This is one possible 
explanation of Agiak Lake’s hypothetical level change. 
Loon Lake, several kilometers south of Agiak Lake, expe-
rienced a catastrophic drainage event in the 1990s when 
heavy rainfall caused the basin to overflow and resulted 
in rapid down-cutting of its outlet creek and a shoreline 
shift of an estimated 100 m. At Agiak Lake, the lake level 
would only have to be several meters higher to place the 
northern tent rings very near the water’s edge. The south-
ern tent rings would have been closer to the lake, but not 
right on its shore. The cairns nearest the water, although 
they are separated by two kilometers, both sit 8 m above 
the current lake level. The same several-meter rise in lake 
level would place the cairns that are closest to the water’s 
edge—currently 50 to 80 m from the lakeshore—directly 
adjacent to the hypothetical shoreline, thus making the 
driveline more effective. Although this hypothesis re-
mains untested, ethnographic and archaeological records 
in the Brooks Range demonstrate the common theme of 
living close to water and the important resources in and 
near lakes and rivers. The lake-level history of Agiak Lake 
should be investigated to better establish links between 
the paleoenvironmental setting and human occupational 
events.

conclusions

The tent rings and driveline complexes at Agiak Lake are 
among some of the most intriguing settlement and hunt-
ing complexes in northern Alaska. The age of the tent rings 
and the diagnostic lithic assemblage place the occupants 
of these structures within the Northern Archaic tradition. 
In Alaska very few tent rings from this time period have 
been recognized and documented, and none of these sites 
match the size of the Agiak Lake complexes. The impres-
sive expanse of tent rings may suggest seasonal gatherings 
of people, perhaps to activate the caribou drivelines in a 

communal hunt. Regardless of whether communal hunts 
necessarily occurred in conjunction with occupation of the 
tent camps, the shores of Agiak Lake were witness to large 
numbers of people, either simultaneously or through the 
centuries, who wielded a typical Northern Archaic toolkit 
and relied on their knowledge of the surrounding environ-
ment to subsist in the central Brooks Range. 
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