Early Prehistoric Occupation of South-Central
British Columbia: A Review of the Evidence and
Recommendations for Future Research
M I K E K. R O U S S E A U

INTRODUCTION

The geographic focus of this study is the interior plateau of south-central
British Columbia (figure i ) , including the Chilcotin, Mid-Fraser River,
Thompson River, North Thompson River, South Thompson-Shuswap
Lakes, Nicola-Similkameen, and North and South Okanagan regions.
The Early Period, as used here, covers the time span from final déglaciation, ca. 12,000/11,000 BP, to the end of the Hypsithermal climatic period,
ca. 7000 BP (Hebda 1982). The initial peopling of south-central B.C.
probably began sometime between 12,000 and 11,000 years BP, shortly
after déglaciation and the establishment of flora and fauna. Dated archaeological remains are limited to three sites occupied in the latter half of this
period (see below). Information for the initial part of this period is based
entirely on surface finds.
We are well on our way to documenting and understanding the general
character of human adaptations and culture historic record for the Middle
and Late Prehistoric periods (ca. 7000 to 200 years BP) in this part of B.C.
(Stryd and Rousseau n.d.; Richards and Rousseau 1987), but very little
is known about the Early Prehistoric Period. Indeed, in published summaries of Early Period Pacific Northwest archaeology, south-central B.C.
is often ignored and/or dismissed as an area of little importance or consequence. This is troublesome to me, because I believe that there are many
Early Period sites of considerable significance in south-central B.C. that
could answer many questions regarding the initial peopling of North
America, and provide insights into early human adaptations in this part
of the Pacific Northwest.
Current paleoenvironmental reconstructions for the southern Canadian
Plateau suggest that conditions were favourable for human occupation by
at least 12,000 years ago, but the earliest undisputed excavated archaeological evidence dates 3,500 years later. I argue that this situation is the
result of past researcher biases, heritage resource management practices,
and lack of appropriate research funding.
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FIGURE 1
The study area in southern B.C.
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The objectives of this paper are : ( i ) to present a synthesis of current
models of Early Period paleoenvironmental reconstruction for south-central
B.C. and immediately adjacent regions; (2) to briefly outline some previous models for initial peopling and cultural traditions in southern interior
B.C.; (3) to discuss the currently accepted evidence for early human
occupation in the study area; (4) to speculate on the nature, location,
condition, and visibility of Early Period sites in the study area; and (5)
to offer some remarks and recommendations intended to enhance our
ability to locate and study sites belonging to this poorly understood period.
Early Period Paleo environments
A number of paleoenvironmental studies indicate that much of southcentral B.C. was deglaciated and supporting pioneer grasslands by at least
11,500 BP (Claguei98i;Hebdai982,1983; Hebda^a/. 1990; Mathewes
1985; Mathewes and Rouse 1975^; Souch 1989). Between ca. 11,500 and
10,500 BP, vegetation communities of pine, alder, and poplar occupied
valley sides and upland areas, indicating a cool and moist environment
(Hebda 1982, 1983).
Around 10,500 BP, there was a notable decrease in pine and an increase
in Douglas-fir, grasses, and sages, indicating the beginning of a major
period of warmer and drier climate (Mathewes 1985) known as the
Hypsithermal (Hebda 1982) or "early Holocene xerothermic interval"
(Mathewes and Heusser 1981; Mathewes 1985; Mathewes and King
1989). This warm and dry episode persisted until ca. 7000/6500 BP, climaxing between ca. 10,000 and 8000 BP (Hebda 1982). The resulting
expansive grasslands may have supported a mixture of late Pleistocene and
early Holocene fauna suitable for human prédation. Examples of such
fauna (not from archaeological contexts), include the skull of an extinct
bison (Bison occidentalis) from a late Pleistocene glacial lake delta in the
North Okanagan region (Fulton 1971: 199), and a mixture of smashed
moose and mountain sheep remains from Lochore Creek in the Mid Fraser
region radiocarbon dated to 11,285:+: 1000 BP (Ryder 1978: 63; Clague
1980: Table 4; Ryder pers. comm., 1992). While no archaeological remains were observed in association with these apparently natural situations,
they indicate that big game were present on the southern Canadian Plateau 11,000 years ago. Given this, I believe it is reasonable to assume that
people coexisted with them. By about 10,000 BP it is likely that any thriving
late Pleistocene megafauna would have been replaced by modern fauna,
such as elk, antelope, sheep, deer, and moose.
We are fortunate that there have been a few excellent studies conducted
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in south-central B.C. pertaining to late Pleistocene and early Holocene
geomorphology and geochronology. General summary accounts are provided in Church and Ryder ( 1972) ; Clague ( 1981, 1986) ; Fulton (1969,
1971 ), and Fulton and Smith (1978). Portions of the Mid-Fraser River,
Thompson River, and South Thompson River regions have been investigated by Ryder (1976, 1982), and Ryder and Church (1986). The late
glacial history of the Okanagan Valley has been reconstructed by Nasmith
(1962) ; and Fulton (1975) presents a general overview for the Nicola
region.
Some of these reconstructions suggest that glacial retreat first occurred
along the southern, eastern, and western margins of the Cordilleran icesheet around 13,000 BP, but since the ice margin was still south of the international boundary by 12,750 BP (Clague 1981: 17). The oldest reliable
post-glacial radiocarbon date north of the border on wood associated with
a glacial outwash deposit is n,oood=i8o BP (GSC 909) (Lowdon and
Blake 1970: 71; Fulton 1984). Upland areas became deglaciated first,
followed by valley bottoms which were ice-free by at least 11,000 BP
(Ryder 1982: 67; Ryder and Church 1986). By at least 10,000 BP, the
glaciers had retreated to their present position in high mountain ranges.
During, and shortly after déglaciation, a number of large meltwater
lakes formed in major valleys (Church and Ryder 1972; Clague 1986;
Fulton 1969; Fulton et al. 1989; Nasmith 1962; Ryder 1976). Most had
drained and approximate present base levels were established before
10,000 BP (Alley 1976; Nasmith 1962; Ryder 1976). Rapid aggradation
of outwash deposits resulting from "paraglacial" processes (i.e., nonglacial processes directly conditioned by glaciation), occurred within major
river valleys in lowland areas (Church and Ryder 1972; Ryder 1976,
1972). The end of this paraglacial episode corresponds with the establishment of grasslands and forests between ca. 11,000 and 10,000 BP. Some
inter-regional temporal differences exist for these events as a result of varying déglaciation conditions. Immediately following was a period of rapid
fluvial degradation which caused the Fraser, Thompson, and South
Thompson rivers to incise about 300 metres into their valley bottom
deposits. In many areas, this downcutting has produced extensive river
terraces of varying ages that are ideal settings for plant, animal and human
occupation. Aeolian sediments began aggrading on those terraces during
late and early postglacial times (Fulton 1975). Ryder ( 1982: 77) suggests
that the greatest period of loess and sand deposition was the short interval
between déglaciation and establishment of vegetation.
In considering the early Holocene geomorphological data, it is apparent ,
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FIGURE 2
Investigated Early Prehistoric Period sites in south-central B.C.
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that many depositional and erosional processes of high magnitude and
short duration were common. In order to maximize the probability of
finding Early Period sites, archaeologists should be prepared to undertake
accurate geomorphic interpretations for each research locality, and consider deep sub-surface site-discovery and testing procedures.
Previous Early Period Research
Very little research has been specifically directed towards identifying and
investigating Early Period sites in south-central B.C. Indeed, two important
and well known early sites, the Drynoch Slide site ( EcRi i ) and the Gore
Creek "Burial" (EeQw 48) were both fortuitously encountered during
general site surveys (Anderton 1965; Cybulski et ai. 1981 ).
In 1988 Fladmark led a two-week study to examine local museum and
private artifact collections within the study area, and provisionally identified certain environmental contexts and locations where Early Period sites
might exist in the Mid-Fraser, Thompson, South Thompson-Shuswap
Lakes, Okanagan, and Similkameen regions (Fladmark et aL 1988). A
number of "early-looking" projectile points were identified and photographed, and many areas and/or specific localities were singled out as
having medium to high early site potential (see figures 3 to 5 ) .
Between 1987 and 1989 a number of excavations and surveys were
conducted in the Oregon Jack Creek Valley and adjacent Cornwall Hills
upland areas near the town of Ashcroft in the Thompson River Valley
with the specific purpose of identifying early sites (Rousseau et al. 1987,
^ 8 9 , 1991; Rousseau and Gargett 1987; Rousseau 1991). During this
study, the Landels Site (EdRi 11 ) was identified and investigated, and it
contains the earliest excavated and dated component on the Canadian
Plateau (see below).
INITIAL PEOPLING MODELS AND EARLY TRADITIONS

Early Holocene cultural adaptations and initial peopling of coastal and
interior B.C. have been the focus of theoretical speculation and debate
over at least the last 20-25 years (e.g., Borden 1969, 1979; Carlson 1983a,
1983b; Fladmark 1982, 1983, 1986; Stryd and Rousseau n.d.). Southcentral B.C. is surrounded by a number of very different environmental
regions with distinct Early Prehistoric cultural patterns. All these regions
are easily accessed from south-central B.C. via major river valleys, and
there were no major geographic features that would have seriously impeded
relatively easy human migration or communication along these routes. As
a result, we can assume that people first entered south-central B.C. some-
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FIGURE 3
Selected bifaces that may belong to the western Fluted Point Tradition reportedly found within the study area. Item (a) was
found somewhere in Shuswap Lake (RBCM collections) ; (b) and (c) are from the Kamloops area; (d) is from Elison (Duck Lake)
near Kelowna (Kelowna Museum collection); and (e) was recovered from somewhere around Princeton (Princeton Museum
collections).
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FIGURE 4
Selected bifaces provisionally assigned to the Early Stemmed Point Tradition
recovered from the study area. Item (a) is from a mid-elevation site (EjSb 24) just
west of Chilko Lake; (b) was found near Bridge Lake (private collection); (c) is
from the Lytton-Lillooet area (private collection); (d) was found near Chase
(Chase Museum collections); (e) comes from somewhere around Kamloops
(Kamloops Museum collections); (f) is from Skaha Lake (private collection);
and (g) was picked up somewhere near Lillooet (RBCM collections).

