
D E F I N I N G THE MIDDLE PERIOD 

fjSoo BP to 1500 BPJ in Tsimshian History 
through a Comparison of Archaeological 
and Oral Records 

ANDREW R.C. MARTINDALE 
AND SUSAN MARSDEN 

INTRODUCTION 

INDIGENOUS ORAL TRADITIONS are compelling sources of information 
for archaeologists. They represent situated narratives on culture 
and history, which introduce a people's record of their history to 

the otherwise materialist database of archaeology. Archaeologists 
routinely make comparisons between indigenous cultures and archae
ological data, either in the form of generalized analogies or as direct 
historical analogies between ethnographically known cultures and 
their archaeologically known antecedents. The use of indigenous oral 
narratives in archaeology is less common, although much of what is 
known ethnographically is based on the indigenous oral record. 
Several successful comparisons are known, however (Klimko andTaft 
1990; MacDonald 1984; Marsden 2000; Martindale 1999a; Sharpe 
andTunbridge 1997). 

In this paper, we compare archaeological data for the cultural 
history of theTsimshian people of the northern Northwest Coast of 
North America to information from their oral histories. Analysis of 
archaeological data and indigenous oral records presents distinct but 
comparable views of Tsimshian history. We discuss the history of the 
Tsimshian from about 3,500 to 1,500 years ago and argue that such a 
comparison clarifies an evolving pattern of settlement that earlier 
interpretations of the Tsimshian have not brought into focus. 
Specifically, we argue that, during the Middle Period between 3,500 
and 2,000 years ago, the northern Tsimshian area (Figure 1) consisted 
of two settlement regions, one on the coast north of the mouth of 
the Skeena River and the other in the interior around Kitselas Canyon. 
Interactions between these two areas existed but initially were limited. 

BC STUDIES, no. 138, Summer 2003 IJ 



14 BC STUDIES 

However, the Middle Period saw successive waves of migrations as 
people from the northern interior moved south and west. The effects 
of these population movements were varied but included the intro
duction of new technologies, population increase and movement, con
flict, and greater integration of the two regions. These effects first 
appeared in the interior region about 3,000 years ago and followed 
in the coastal region about 2,500 years ago. Newcomers were first 
incorporated into existing communities, resulting in conflict and the 
emergence of social distinction. Eventually, the pressures of increased 
populations through internal growth and migrations throughout the 
north, culminating in the southward advance of Tlingit groups, 
resulted in conflict and the temporary abandonment by ancestral 
Tsimshian of their coastal territory about 1,900 years ago. In response, 
Tsimshian communities from the interior and the coast united in a 
regional alliance, drove out the northern invaders, and established 
the ethnohistoric settlement pattern of aggregated winter villages in 
Metlakatla Pass and summer communities in the lower Skeena River 
watershed.Thus we argue that the ethnohistoricTsimshian settlement 
pattern of seasonal mobility between coast and interior developed 
after 1,500 years ago and does not date from the beginning of the 
Middle Period as others have argued (see, for example, MacDonald, 
Coupland, and Archer 1988). 

Our analysis of Tsimshian history is based on a synthesis of data 
from oral records and archaeology. Previous analyses of Tsimshian 
postcontact developments suggest substantial conjunction between 
archaeological and oral sources (Allaire 1984; MacDonald 1984; 
Marsden and Galois 1995; Marsden 1990, 2000; Martindale 1999a, 
2000b, forthcoming). Other scholars have produced similar results 
elsewhere from the postcontact era (Day 1973) and much earlier times 
by comparing oral records and geological data (Budhwa 2002; Sharpe 
andTunbridge 1997). Since particular pieces of archaeological data 
or elements of an oral tradition are relatively meaningless outside of 
their historical context, such syntheses are established by comparing 
reconstructions of history from each perspective. In our case, we have 
summarized key historical themes in archaeological data and oral 
records that have been published elsewhere in greater detail. Our 
analysis of oral records, presented in summary form and in maps and 
charts, is based on a larger body of published and unpublished work 
(Marsden 1985, 2000, 2002; Sterritt, Marsden, Galois and Overstall 
1998). The archaeological analysis also refers to both published 
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material and unpublished site reports. In syntheses of this nature, 
the data are comparable on many levels (Hawkes 1954; Martindale 
n.d.). We use settlement patterns as the primary scale of comparison 
since they are historically significant and are interprétable from both 
the archaeological and oral records. 

The study of indigenous history on the Northwest Coast of North 
America includes a longstanding relationship between ethnographic 
data, archaeological reconstructions, and the indigenous oral record. 
Ethnographic data, collected during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, are often regarded as authoritative sources of 
recent indigenous history. Archaeologists have taken the ethnographic 
sources as a starting point for cultural histories that catalogue 
developments leading up to the ethnographically defined traditional 
cultures (Martindale 1999b). For this reason, archaeological data tend 
to be supplementary to ethnographic data with regard to the analysis 
of the recent indigenous past. What is not fully acknowledged is that 
the historic information in the ethnographic data is itself derived 
from the indigenous oral record. 

Among the Tsimshian of northern British Columbia, much of the 
anthropological literature is based on the earliest fieldwork of Boas 
(1912,1916), Barbeau (1929,1950,1961), Barbeau and Beynon (n.d.), 
Beynon and Barbeau (n.d. [a, b, c and d]) and Garfield (1939). In each 
of these cases, the original ethnographic data collection and inter
pretation was performed by indigenous scholars for the anthropologists. 
Boas, Garfield, and Barbeau relied on the work of William Beynon 
(1969) and Henry Tate. These indigenous scholars had acquired their 
knowledge of Tsimshian history by collecting and translating oral 
traditions from those in the culture whose responsibility it was to 
remember and pass on the knowledge. Archaeologists of the 
Tsimshian have generally accepted ethnographic data more readily 
than oral traditions, perhaps because the latter are complex documents 
that are difficult to understand outside their cultural context. 

The use of ethnographic data in archaeology is not without its 
own challenges. Archaeological comparisons to ethnographic data tend 
to simplify such sources into what has been called an ethnographic 
model: the construction of an archaeological culture using ethnographic 
sources. Shennan (1989, 5) associates an archaeological culture with 
the assumption that distinct cultural identities correlate with different 
groups of people behaving in different ways, leaving different patterns 
of material remains. The archaeological focus on modelling general 
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patterns of relationships between behaviour and material culture 
(Gibbon 1984,106) lends itself to ethnographic tendencies to create 
an essentialized view of indigenous society and the subsequent creation 
of what Trigger (1997, 7) calls a "flat history," a simplified and static 
model of traditional indigenous culture. We argue that, since ethno
graphic data either are not applicable to an analysis of the more distant 
past or are derivative of oral traditions, the most fruitful comparison 
is between archaeological data and the indigenous oral record. 

However, the history of human settlement in Tsimshian territory 
is complex and can only be partially reconstructed even from a syn
thesis of different data sources. There are significant differences in the 
reconstructions of this history by different authors using both archae
ological (Archer 1983, 1984, 1992, 2001; Allaire 1979; Drucker 1943; 
Coupland 1996, 1998; Coupland, Bissel, and King 1993; Inglis 1973, 
1975,1979; Inglis and MacDonald 1979; MacDonald 1969; MacDonald 
and Inglis 1976a, 1981; Martindale 1999a, 1999b) and oral records 
(Coupland, Martindale, and Marsden 2001; Marsden and Galois 1995; 
Marsden 1990,2000,2002; Martindale, forthcoming). Reconstructions 
based on archaeological data tend to divide Tsimshian territory into 
separate zones, while those using oral records integrate the region 
into a single historical trajectory. Archaeological chronologies emphasize 
variability in space and time based on differences in material culture 
and, by inference, in social and economic organization. In contrast, 
indigenous histories using oral data focus on historic and ancestral 
similarities that link people through history even where the material 
and economic circumstances of their lives have changed. We take 
the position that these parallel culture histories are sufficiently similar 
to reflect different aspects of the same history. 

Tsimshian oral traditions, called adawx, are a complex body of texts. 
Each Tsimshian lineage owns its own adawx, which explains the 
significant relationships that legitimize its place in the social and 
geographical landscape (Marsden 1990). They provide each lineage 
with a record of historical events, explanations for territorial ownership, 
descriptions of significant relationships with other lineages - such as 
marriage and trading alliances - and remembrances of key figures in 
the lineage's past (Marsden 1990). Since each lineage owns adawx 
that speak of events and relationships in the wider society, collectively 
the adawx are a record of the history of Tsimshian life preserved 
from multiple perspectives. Performance of the adawx at socially sanc
tioned public events such as feasts helps to transmit them to younger 



Defining the Middle Period Yj 

generations and also helps to ensure an accurate historiography, since 
any deviations by the speaker can be challenged. The texts of oral 
traditions were preserved intact and inherited by each subsequent 
generation (Marsden 1990, 2000; Vansina 1985). 

Adawx have an inherent chronology based on references to 
generally known eras in the history of the Northwest Coast. Eras are 
defined by such terms as "before the flood," and "after the flood," "in 
the beginning," "after the dispersal from Temlaxam," and "after the 
white man came." An adawx is not complete without reference to 
this chronology as an adawx is the history of a lineage told from the 
earliest times to the present. Individual adawx are thus part of a larger 
mosaic of narratives from which a cultural history can be assembled. 
Each of these narratives presents history from the situated perspective 
of individual lineages. From a study of the adawx of all the lineages 
of the Northwest Coast nations emerges a view of the history of the 
region that includes the broad periods since the last ice age. 

Three different archaeological culture histories report on most, though 
not all, of the territory of the Tsimshian (Figure 1). The Prince Rupert 
Harbour sequence, developed by MacDonald (1969) and MacDonald 
and Inglis (1981), is based on coastal sites and is strongly influenced by 
variability in artifacts and analogies to ethnographic data. Archer (2001) 
has shown that the dates of changes in village form and occupation in 
the harbour region do not clearly correspond to MacDonakTs scheme. 
In the Tsimshian interior, Martindale (1999a) has proposed a Skeena 
Valley sequence based on settlement patterns reflected in 163 sites, 
supplemented with data on changes in stone tool technology and on 
seasonal indicators. Allaire (1979) and Coupland (1988a) have developed 
a separate sequence for the Kitselas Canyon area based on excavation 
data and lithic technology from two deeply stratified sites, Gitaus 
(GdTc-2) and Paul Mason (GdTc-16). All three are comparable to 
each other in terms of general trends, but there is little correspondence 
in terminology or regional patterns. Furthermore, they do not include 
data from the north coast of Tsimshian territory, which extends to 
the estuary of the economically significant Nass River. 

MacDonald and Inglis (1981:45) argue that, despite continuity of 
material culture in Tsimshian territory extending back 5,000 years, a 
significant cultural shift occurred between 3,500 and 1,500 years ago. 
There is a common assumption that the archaeological culture history 
of Tsimshian territory represents the development of residentially 
mobile foragers after 5000 BP, sedentary hunter-gatherers after 3500 
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BP, and complex collectors similar to the ethnographically known 
Tsimshian after 1500 BP (Ames and Maschner 1999; MacDonald 
1969; MacDonald and Inglis 1981; Matson and Coupland 1995). This 
evolutionary scheme is based in part on the assumption that the 
ethnographically known coast-to-interior seasonal mobility cycle 
existed in some form after 3500 BP. Such seasonal mobility implies 
the existence of an intensified salmon-fishing and storage economy 
and of canoe transport that is possible only with a sophisticated wood
working technology. The changes of the Middle Period are thought 
to have derived from these technological and economic developments. 

Since this scheme was developed during the 1970s, new data have 
become available, and the settlement history of the area has become 
more complex. Divisions between the proposed periods are less clear 
since the suite of characteristics that defines these transitions did 
not appear simultaneously across the region. In this paper, we agree 
that the time between 3500 BP and 1500 BP is sufficiently distinct to 
warrant its designation as a Middle Period. However, it is defined 
not by the emergence of cultural traits characteristic of the later 
ethnographic cultures, such as a delayed return economy, but by a 
complex series of historic events related to westward and southward 
migrations by interior and coastal peoples. This movement of people, 
for which there is evidence in both the archaeological and oral records, 
amplified local population growth and resulted in socio-political 
changes that culminated in a period of warfare between the Tsimshian 
and invaders from the north and east. The formation of a northern 
Tsimshian alliance as a result of this invasion created much of what 
is recognizable as ethnohistoric Tsimshian culture. The Middle Period 
is thus characterized by gradual but profound changes to the earlier 
occupations of the northern Tsimshian area and its neighbouring 
regions. During this time, there is evidence for increases in population 
and economic intensification, changes in technology and settlement 
patterns, status differentiation, and warfare. 

Comparing the archaeological and oral data introduces a 
methodological issue of epistemological difference. Frequently, the 
data from each source reflect different understandings of the past. 
Some have argued that this fragmentation is the product of data con
structed under culturally distinct and hence incomparable epistemo
logical systems (Mason 2000). However, Whiteley (2002) argues that 
there is a methodological middle ground that recognizes both the 
historical content of oral traditions and the encoded mythological 
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aspects of scientific archaeology. This synthesis rests on the demon
stration of internally coherent, structured history within oral records 
(see Marsden 2000 for a discussion of these in Tsimshian records) and 
on the realization that archaeological interpretations are frequently 
privileged as more factual than other sources of history (Whiteley 
2002, 408). Thus oral traditions and archaeological interpretations 
contain, at various levels of interpretation, both historical fact and 
other less objective elements. 

We argue that, despite the differences in the form, content, and 
preservation of the data in archaeological and oral records, the 
challenges of comparison derive from the complexity of the past and 
the fragmentation of preservation rather than from any inherent in
compatibility between archaeological and indigenous views of history 
(Martindale n.d.). Problems of fragmentation between divergent 
sources are common in historical archaeology as they derive from the 
very nature of the data (Hodder 2001; Johnson 1999). Our solution to 
these difficulties is to focus on data that we believe most clearly re
flect significant historical trends that define the Tsimshian past. We 
have chosen the history of settlement patterns in Tsimshian territory 
as the primary organizing principle of this comparison for three reasons. 
First, changes in settlement patterns tend to affect large numbers of 
people and how those people interact with each other and with the 
natural landscape. Since characteristics of site distribution, architecture, 
mobility routes, and the duration and scale of occupation permit or 
restrict social and economic activity, they underlie cultural organization 
and identity in a more direct manner than, for example, do developments 
in artifact styles. Second, settlement patterns reflect historical processes 
that have a reasonable chance of being preserved in both archaeological 
and oral records. Some data in the oral record, such as descriptions 
of interactions between people and the spirit-world, are not identifiable 
archaeologically. Similarly, some archaeological data, such as the 
differential use of variants of a resource type, are not recorded in the 
oral record. The third reason for using settlement patterns as the 
basis of our analysis is somewhat teleological. Settlement patterns 
have already been used as defining criteria in both archaeological 
and indigenous reconstructions of history. 

A detailed examination of this conjunction for the entire span of 
Tsimshian history is beyond the scope of this paper; instead, in the 
following section, we analyze the period from about 3500 BP to 1500 
BP for the northern Tsimshian area as a detailed case study of 
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archaeological and oral records. The Tsimshian area can be divided 
into three cultural regions. The focus of this paper is the northern 
Tsimshian, whose territory includes the coast from just south of the 
mouth of the Skeena River to the Nass River estuary, and the lower 
Skeena River east to the Kitsumkalum River. The territory of the 
interior Tsimshian includes the Skeena watershed from the 
Kitsumkalum River to past Kleanza Creek. The southern Tsimshian 
have territory on the coast from Douglas Channel north almost to 
the mouth of the Skeena.1 

BEFORE THE MIDDLE PERIOD 

Archaeologists identify an Early Period (5000 BP to 3500 BP) in 
northern Tsimshian territory when settlement was focused on two 
separate zones: the coast around Metlakatla Pass and the interior 
around Kitselas Canyon (Allaire 1979, 29,46; Coupland 1988b, 230, 
232; Fladmark, Ames, and Sutherland 1990, 232; MacDonald and 
Inglis 1981, 42-5; Matson and Coupland 1995, 90-1). The earliest 
archaeological data in Tsimshian territory dates from about 5000 BP 
at the Paul Mason site in Kitselas Canyon, where there is evidence 
of a small seasonal camp associated with the North Coast Microblade 
Tradition, one of the early archaeological cultures in the area 
(Coupland 1988a). Microblades are small stone flakes that were hafted 
into handles of bone, antler, or wood to make barbed points and 
serrated knives. They appear in archaeological components through 
the coastal areas of Alaska and Northern British Columbia dating 
from 9000 BP to 4500 BP and are thought to represent the technology 
of the earliest inhabitants of the coastal region, where they are inter
preted as evidence of a generalized hunting, fishing, and collecting 
economy (Carlson 1996, 9; Fladmark, Ames, and Sutherland 1990, 
211). There is also evidence of small communities, perhaps even villages, 
evenly distributed throughout the coastal landscape from after 5000 
BP (Ames 1976, 8,12; Ames and Maschner 1999, 159; Calvert 1968, 
32; Inglis 1973, 5; Inglis 1975, 1; MacDonald 1969, 251; MacDonald 
and Inglis 1976a, 12). Though rare, architectural features are present 

1 The northern Tsimshian tribes are the Gitwilgyoots, Ginax'angiik, Gitzaxlaal, Gitsiis, 
Gitnadoiks, Gitando, Gispaxlo'ots, Gitlaan and Giluts'aaw. The Gitwilkseba became 
extinct. The interior Tsimshian tribes are Kitselas and Kitsumkalum. The southern 
Tsimshian tribes are the Kitkatla, Gitk'a'ata, and Kitasoo. As this paper outlines, 
these areas evolved from Middle Period settlement patterns. The four clans are 
Gispwudwada, Laxgibuu, Laxskiik, and Ganhada - Killerwhale, Wolf, Eagle, and 
Raven respectively. 
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at some of the earliest coastal sites (Figure 1), including Boardwalk 
(GbTo-31), Lachane/Co-op (GbTo-10/33),2 and Garden Island 
(GbTo-23) (Ames 1976, 8, 12; Calvert 1968, 32; Inglis 1973, 5; Inglis 
1975, 1; MacDonald 1969, 251; MacDonald and Inglis 1976a, 12; 
Simonsen 1988). Ames (1998,75) and Ames and Maschner (1999,159) 
state that Boardwalk was a two-row village after 4000 BP, but it is 
unclear what data provide evidence of this. Some authors (Archer 
1983, jy\ MacDonald and Inglis 1976b, 74) state that the arrangement 
of these features is consistent with the construction of multiple houses 
in a row facing the beach. There is some evidence of mobility fol
lowing resources, but this remained localized within catchment zones 
around habitation sites (Ames 1998, 75; Maschner 1991, 930; Stewart 
and Stewart 2001,197). 

The archaeological data are patchy but consistent with the 
development of a pattern of small communities distributed 
throughout the coast and in the canyon area, characterized by local 
resource collection and some contact between regions. Regional 
interaction is evident in the distribution of leaf-shaped points in the 
coast and canyon areas, but this is not sufficient evidence for seasonal 
mobility between these zones. 

The oral record portrays a similar picture with settlement areas on 
the coast and the middle Skeena River as well as upriver at Temlaxam, 
at the confluence of the Skeena and Bulkley Rivers. These settlement 
areas were single communities made up of clusters of distinct villages. 
Temlaxam, one of the important ancestral settlement areas of Gitksan 
and Tsimshian lineages, is said to have extended from Kispiox to 
Gitksigyukla along the Skeena River, a distance of approximately 
forty kilometres (Beynon and Barbeau n.d.[c]; DufF n.d.) Similarly, 
coastal ancestors of northern Tsimshian lineages, called Laxmoon 
(On Saltwater People), were clustered on islands at the mouth of the 
Skeena and on the Tsimpsean Peninsula. The Laxmoon were dis
tinguished from inland ancestors of the northern Tsimshian whose 
villages were clustered in the area around Lakelse Lake, Kitselas 
Canyon, and the Shames River (Archer, Marsden, and Dick 2000; 
DufF n.d.; Marsden 2002). Figure 6 identifies the lineages3 of the 

2 Though identified separately, GbTo-10 (Co-op) and GbTo-33 (Lachane) are contiguous, 
and archaeologists working at Lachane have argued that the two sites were parts of the 
same village (Inglis 1973:2; Simonsen 1988:3). With the destruction of the Co-op site in 
1954 by construction, it became impossible to verify their association. 

3 In this figure, the Sm'algyax (Tsimshian) word is the name of the chief, by which his 
housegroup is also identified. As a result of the subdivision and fusion of housegroups 
over time, the number of houses in a particular lineage in a particular tribe may vary 
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coastal and inland Tsimshian, while Figures 2 and 3 indicate the 
locations of their known villages (MacDonald and Inglis 1981; Archer 
1983,1984,1992, 2001; Duff n.d.). The divide between the two regions 
appears to have been at the Exchamsiks River watershed, which is 
the upriver extent of saltwater. There is no indication that either 
group travelled outside its region for resources or for trade, except in 
the spring to their eulachon grounds at the mouth of the Nass River, 
where they would have met and traded (Marsden 1997). I t is also 
likely that the ancient pattern of trade at the borders of adjoining 
territories allowed the peoples of these two regions to exchange items 
while on their hunting grounds and other territories. 

THE FIRST 1,000 YEARS OF THE 
MIDDLE PERIOD (3500 BP TO 2500 BP) 

The Middle Period is divisible into two broad stages of about 1,000 
years each. The first 1,000 years is a time of population growth and 
migration into the area. Dur ing the second 1,000 years, there is 
evidence of the entrenchment of social distinctions and the emergence 
of regional conflict. Two broad themes define the period from 3500 
BP to 2500 BP: growth and development of populations in areas focused 
on the coast around Metlakatla Pass and in the interior on the middle 
Skeena River, and the migration of people westward from eastern 
settlements in the interior. 

Interior 

In the interior, there is evidence of population movement westward 
into the regions bordering northern Tsimshian territory starting about 
3600 BP. Allaire (1979, 47) refers to this time as one of "newcomers" 
to Kitselas Canyon and the lower Skeena. He interprets the Skeena 
Phase (3600 BP to 3200 BP) at Gitaus (GdTc-2) as an intrusion of 
interior people, perhaps Athapaskan speakers because of their preference 
for riverine environments such as canyons (46-7). This association is 
based on the appearance of eastern lithic forms in the Kitselas area, 
evidence of population decline and a break in the settlement pattern 

from period to period. The founding role of a lineage in a tribe is recorded in the oral 
traditions. The English terms the Tsimshian use are "original" and "local." We have 
used these words in Figure 6 as they were recorded, but we have replaced several 
more complex Tsimshian terms, where the meaning was the same, with these words 
as well. Housegroups that were formed by offshoots of lineages already established 
among the northern Tsimshian are not included in this figure or in Figure 7. These 
figures therefore do not represent every northern Tsimshian housegroup. 
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in Hagwilget Canyon, and population growth and a new settlement 
at Kitselas. Artifact styles such as parallel flaked lanceolate points 
similar to those found at interior sites such as GhSv-2 in Hagwilget 
Canyon appear for the first time in Levels V-III at Gitaus. GhSv-2 
is located at the junction of the Skeena and Bulkley Rivers, in the 
area identified by the oral records as Temlaxam. Ames's (1979) 
excavation at GhSv-2 identified the lowest cultural strata as Zone A, 
dated to between 4500 BP and 3500 BP, during which the site was a 
large village. After 3500 BP, the site was occupied less intensively, 
and the subsequent cultural Zone B is interpreted as a fishing station. 
At Gitaus, the Skeena Phase is associated with a decline in the number 
of groundstone and cobble tools, which are found in both earlier com
ponents at Gitaus and at coastal sites, and an increase in chipped stone 
tools similar to forms found in the east. The use of interior raw materials 
such as obsidian and green chert also increased. Coupland (1988a, 234) 
argues that the relative increase of chipped stone tools from earlier 
times indicates a shift to more mammal hunting. Allaire (1979, 47) 
goes further and argues that this technology has more in common 
with the Northern Archaic of the boreal forests of north-central 
British Columbia than with local or coastal technologies. 

The oral record describes a parallel series of events. Settlements at 
Temlaxam at the confluence of the Skeena and Bulkley Rivers were 
abandoned after a period of cold weather and famine forced the people 
to disperse throughout their territories and to the Nass and Bulkley 
Rivers and down the Skeena Valley (Beynon and Barbeau n.d.[c]; 
Marsden 1985). This took place after a massive landslide at Temlaxam, 
which has been dated at 3500 BP (Beynon and Barbeau n.d.[c]; 
Overstall 1998). As some of the groups from Temlaxam attempted to 
join settlement areas downriver on the Skeena, they were driven away, 
first at Gitwinlikstaat (at Wilson Creek) and then at Kluiyu (near 
Usk). They eventually found refuge on the north bank of Kitselas 
Canyon, where they started their own village, Ts'myaaw. At the time, 
there were no other villages in the canyon. Later, they retaliated against 
Gitwinlikstaat and Kluiyu, dispersing the people of Kluiyu to 
Kitsumkalum Lake and the Nass River (Wright 1962). 

After the people of Temlaxam had consolidated their position in 
the area, groups from several nearby settlements joined them in the 
canyon and made their villages across from Ts'myaaw on the south 
side of the river (Wright 1962). The Temlaxam also formed alliances 
with some of the nearby tribes to the west, the Giluts'aaw, the Gitando, 
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the Gitlaan, and the Gitnadoiks, and eventually some of their people 
joined these tribes, forming a network of housegroups that provided 
access to resources and trade (Beynon and Barbeau n.d.[c]; Wright 
1962). It is also said that a number of the Temlaxam did not remain 
at the canyon but continued downriver and joined the Gitwilgyoots, 
one of the original tribes in Metlakatla Pass. According to the oral 
record, the coastal-inland relationship was now primarily one of 
alliances and trade, while the people of the two regions continued to 
pursue their main economic activities in their localized region (Duff 
n.d.). Figure 7 identifies these Temlaxam lineages. 

The archaeological data of the canyon suggests local continuity as 
well as coast-to-canyon interaction, even in the context of this expanding 
eastern influence. Coupland (1988b, 235) notes that similarities at 
Kitselas sites between the Skeena Phase and both the earlier Gitaus 
Phase and the concurrent Prince Rupert Harbour data exist in the 
continuation (albeit at lower levels) of groundstone tools (points and 
abraders), cobble tools, and cortex spalls. Leaf-shaped points are 
found in both Prince Rupert Harbour and Kitselas Canyon sites from 
prior to and during the Skeena Phase. These similarities suggest that 
coast-to-canyon interaction continued into the Middle Period. 

Following this era of eastern movement, there is archaeological 
evidence of the first permanent village occupation in Kitselas Canyon. 
The Paul Mason Phase (3200 BP to 2700 BP) is associated with in
tensified use of salmon and year-round occupation of the area in a 
permanent village. Coupland (1988a, 229, 231) argues that the Paul 
Mason village of twelve house depressions represents a winter occu
pation and an egalitarian social structure. Large exterior hearth features 
suggest salmon processing, which is corroborated by a technological 
shift from chipped stone (reduced from 46 per cent to 17 per cent of 
the lithics compared to the Skeena Phase) to groundstone and bone 
implements and the association (with this phase) of cache pits, a 
food storage system originating in the interior (Coupland 1988a, 237-
38; Coupland 1988b, 225). In addition, new tool forms appeared, such 
as ground slate points and hexagonal groundstone "pencils" characteristic 
of Middle Period sites in Prince Rupert Harbour (Coupland 1988b, 
225). Groundstone tools, especially slate knives, are associated with 
large-scale fish processing because they are durable tools that are 
easily resharpened. Ives (1987) argues that these developments represent 
the movement of coastal people upriver, but Coupland (1988a) 
interprets Paul Mason as an in situ development. 
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The earliest archaeological sites yet recorded in the Lower Skeena 
Valley are two rockshelters that date from about 2,700 to 1,600 years 
ago. Although the data are modest, the prevalence of chipped stone 
tools in the lowest levels of these rockshelters and their use as hunting 
camps indicates that people from the east were using the tributaries 
west to the Exchamsiks. The GaTh-2 and Wayne Ryan (T2000-1) 
sites are located in the upper reaches of the Gitandoix and Exchamsiks 
Rivers, respectively (Figure 1). Data from these sites, which have only 
recently been excavated, have not yet been published other than in 
reports (Martindale 1998, 2000a). The oldest date of 2700 BP comes 
from the lowest component of seventy-five centimetres of deposit at 
the Wayne Ryan site. GaTh-2, located on Alastair Lake at the 
headwaters of the Gitnadoix River, has three dates from 1.1 metres of 
deposit ranging from 2400 BP to 1700 BP. Data from both sites indicate 
that they were used as seasonal summer-to-fall hunting camps. The 
strata contain a series of hearths and bone lenses under the dripline. 
The faunal assemblages contain fragmented and burned bone but 
include only mammalian elements. Most of these were large species 
such as mountain goat and cervids (moose), although small mammals 
such as marmot, beaver, and lagomorphs (probably rabbits and hares) 
were represented, suggesting seasons of use other than winter. 

Certainly at Kitselas Canyon, there is clear archaeological evidence 
that people from the east moved into Tsimshian territory as described 
by oral tradition. The arrival of these newcomers is associated with 
an economic shift towards more intensive hunting and salmon fishing 
for food storage. However, there is further evidence of both continuity 
from earlier times and the maintenance of links between canyon and 
coastal inhabitants, suggesting that these migrants were incorporated 
into existing community networks and fostered new ones. 

Coast 

The archaeological data for the coastal region during the period from 
3500 BP to 2500 BP indicate that, as in the canyon area, coastal 
populations were growing and developing new technologies focused 
on storable resources from seasonal exploitation of local resource 
zones. Connections to the interior continued, but there is no evidence 
of coastal or interior populations moving into the river valleys 
seasonally for salmon fishing; instead, the coastal populations appear 
to have exploited local marine and terrestrial resources, although there 
is some evidence that the people from the Metlakatla Pass area also 
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used the Nass River estuary at this time (MacDonald and Inglis 1976b, 
46; MacDonald and Inglis 1981, 44), and oral histories indicate use 
of the Lower Skeena up to the limit of tidewater. 

Three lines of evidence indicate that coastal populations were 
growing between 3500 BP and 2500 BP based on increased use of 
local marine resources, including salmon and eulachon. The number 
of sites increased (Ames 1994, 219; Fladmark, Ames, and Sutherland 
1990, 233), the rate of deposition in middens increased (Matson and 
Coupland 1995,191), and there is evidence that house sizes were larger 
(MacDonald and Inglis 1976b, 16). The settlement pattern continued 
to be one of scattered communities along the coast and nearshore 
islands, with some evidence of expansion into previously uninhabited 
areas such as outer island sites like Lucy Island (GbTp-i) (Figure 1) 
that gave access to kelp beds and offshore fishing areas (Ames 1998, 
78). Middens associated with habitations became larger and were 
composed of a greater variety of shellfish, sea mammals, and marine 
fish species (Ames and Maschner 1999, 97). 

One of the factors contributing to the increase in population may 
have been the arrival of foreign peoples among the coastal tribes. In 
addition to the lineages that arrived earlier, when Kitselas Canyon 
was first settled, the oral record describes another migration of people, 
originally from Temlaxam, who had resettled within Gitksan territory 
then later left the upper Skeena to join their relatives at Kitselas 
Canyon. They subsequently moved further downriver and settled on 
the coast among the Ginaxangiik and Gitsiis (and also among the 
southern Tsimshian), and, in so doing, further expanded the network 
of housegroups originating at Temlaxam (Figure 7). These people 
and those who had earlier joined the Gitwilgyoots were the first 
foreign peoples in centuries to settle among the coastal tribes, who 
until then had resisted migration into their territory. 

The introduction of groundstone netsinkers and ground slate points 
during this period is evidence of increased fishing and fish processing, 
which is often associated with both more intensive use of marine 
resources and the intensified exploitation of storable foods (Fladmark, 
Ames, and Sutherland 1990, 233). Maschner (1991, 930) argues that 
the prevalence of seasonal fish species associated with large shell 
middens is itself evidence of storage. The use of bentwood coffin boxes 
starts about 3800 BP (Cybulski 1996), and this may indicate the 
beginning of box building for other purposes, including food storage 
(Ames and Machner 1999,140). In addition, post-mould patterns in 
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middens in the Prince Rupert Harbour area are interpreted as fish-
drying racks (Coupland 1988a, 220). The appearance of groundstone 
adzes, mauls, and chisels indicate an increase in woodworking (Ames 
1998, 78; MacDonald and Inglis 1981, 46). 

Several authors suggest that seasonal indicators from the Middle 
Period could be interpreted as the beginning of a coast-to-interior 
seasonal mobility cycle (Fladmark, Ames, and Sutherland 1990, 233; 
Matson and Coupland 1995, 191). However, the data are consistent 
with seasonal use of local resources rather than regular travel to the 
interior. There is evidence of year-round occupation at sites such as 
Boardwalk, although with a higher concentration of winter and spring 
indicators than of those from other seasons. Middle Period 
components from Lachane/Co-op (Calvert 1968) and Dodge Island 
(GbTo-18) (Ames 1976) contained a considerable variety of marine 
and terrestrial species. Mountain goat and other terrestrial mammals 
were found at coastal sites in the context of marine resources, 
indicating use of riverine hunting territories. Salmon and eulachon 
remains were first noted in quantity during this period, and Ames 
(1998, 78) argues that, even with inconsistent recovery methods, 
salmon vertebrae would have been recovered from earlier components 
had they been present. Zone II at Lachane/Co-op contained evidence 
of a house structure in a matrix of ash, sand, and gravel with greater 
similarity to the lower Zone I (generalized hunting and gathering) 
than to the later shell midden of Zone III above (seasonal village 
occupation) (Calvert 1968, 26-30; Calvert 1968, 90-8), suggesting that 
the economy remained focused on local resources. The one exception 
to the pattern of local resource use may be travel by people from the 
Prince Rupert Harbour area northward to the Nass River for 
eulachon, an inference based on the abundance of eulachon at the 
Ridley Island site (GbTn-19) dating from the beginning of the Middle 
Period (Ames and Maschner 1999, 141; Fladmark, Ames, and 
Sutherland 1990, 233; MacDonald and Inglis 1981, 44). 

While there is little evidence of seasonal movement between the 
coast and interior regions, a modest level of contact between these 
peoples is evident in the similarities of material culture, including 
the use of interior-style leaf-shaped points that appear in coastal 
sites throughout the Middle Period. In sum, the archaeological data 
and oral history data from the coast suggest continuity and elaboration 
of trends from earlier times. Communities grew, technology 
developed to reflect a more sedentary way of life, and regional contacts 
continued with interior peoples to the east. 
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THE LAST 1,000 YEARS OF THE 
MIDDLE PERIOD (2500 BP TO 1500 BP) 

The latter millennium of the Middle Period is characterized by change 
as a consequence of developments during the first half of the period 
- the increasing populations in the coastal and interior regions and 
the continued movement of people westward and southward towards 
the coast. These developments culminate in a time of conflict between 
Tlingit populations moving southward and the coastal Tsimshian 
groups they encounter/This conflict itself has two phases, an initial 
period when the coastal Tsimshian communities retreat to the interior 
river valleys, and a final period when an alliance of coastal and interior 
Tsimshian communities return to the coastal area to reclaim their 
territory. 

According to the oral record, the migration from Temlaxam was 
followed by a period in which many people north of the Gitksan and 
Tsimshian moved to the coast, where they converged with northern 
coastal peoples moving south (Beynon and Barbeau n.d. [a,b,and d]; 
Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1987; Duff n.d.; Beynon 1969; Olson 
1967; Marsden 2000). Some of these groups invaded the southern 
Tlingit, who were forced to take refuge in the territories of the coastal 
Tsimshian, on islands and inlets remote from the main Tsimshian 
settlements. Here they were discovered and attacked, and those who 
survived were absorbed by Tsimshian tribes throughout the region 
and became known as the Gidaganits (Figure 7). 

The Tsimshian were subsequently faced with another invasion, this 
time by the same Tlingit and northern interior groups who had forced 
the earlier Tlingit into Tsimshian territory. The conflict that ensued 
escalated to the point that the northern and southern coastal Tsimshian 
moved to fortified sites within their territories. The northern coastal 
Tsimshian eventually retreated up the Skeena River, some as far upriver 
as the inland settlement area. Here the coastal and interior groups 
became allies as they faced a common enemy. Figure 4 shows the known 
coastal settlements of the northern Tsimshian prior to their retreat 
upriver (MacDonald and Inglis 1981; Archer 1983, 1984, 1992, 2001; 
Duffn.d.). 

The return of the northern Tsimshian to their coastal territories 
was led by the famous warrior Aksk of the Gitwilgyoots tribe, who 
moved back to Kxeen (Kaien) Island with his warrior sons and built 
a fortified house of logs. When the Tlingit attacked, they were caught 
off guard by Aksk's ingenious defences, and many were killed and 
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decapitated (Marsden 2000).4 The rest of the Gitwilgyoots then 
returned to the coast, followed by the other coastal tribes that had 
retreated upriver, and together they settled in Metlakatla Pass - on 
Digby Island and theTsimpsean Peninsula. Over time, all the inland 
groups (other than the people of Kitselas) also moved downriver and 
established villages there as well (Figure 5). 

By this time, all these tribes were formerly living in Skeena River 
now had permanent homes and living in large villages. Houses have 
been built in every village, each sheltering many families. By this 
time, each tribe has two villages, one at Metlakatla and another one 
up in Skeena River (Pearce n.d.). 

After their final defeat by the Tsimshian, the last of the invading 
groups were absorbed into Tsimshian tribes, especially into the 
interior tribes prior to their relocation to the coast. They remained 
distinct among themselves, and among the Tsimshian, being identified 
as the Gwinhuut and the Lax'wiiyip (Figure 7). At the same time, a 
group of southern Tsimshian called the Gitnagwin'aks also migrated 
into northern Tsimshian territory, adding their ranks to the interior 
tribes and then moving with them to the coast (Marsden 2000). T h e 
Kitselas remained upriver and continued to grow, becoming (with 
the people of Kitsumkalum) the interior Tsimshian. The Kitselas built 
on their position in the canyon, strengthening their ties with the 
Gitksan and the northern Tsimshian to play an important role in the 
future trade economy of the region. 

While the Tsimshian were successful in routing the invaders and 
reclaiming their coastal territory, the effect of the attacks, the retreat 
and the formation of alliances that led to their victory, and the influx 
of more foreigners had profound consequences for them. At the end 
of this period, they were a changed people (Beynon 1969; Beynon 
and Barbeau n.d. [a, b, and c]; Duff n.d.). The ten tribes, both riverine 
and coastal, of the northern Tsimshian, their numbers considerably 
increased by the newcomers, now wintered together at Metlakatla 
Pass in a t ight cluster of villages united in self-defence and in
creasingly interdependent. They travelled together to the eulachon 
grounds on the Nass River and camped together along the way. In 
the summer, all ten tribes moved to the lower Skeena, the territories 

4 To the authors' knowledge, no other Tsimshian or Gitksan oral history refers to 
decapitation, indicating perhaps that this event was unique and therefore warranted 
mentioning. 
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of which accommodated both coastal and inland tribes and their 
salmon fishing, berry harvesting, and fall hunting. These changes 
also initiated an increasingly important role for trade in the Northwest 
Coast economy. 

While the archaeological record does not indicate exactly when 
the Tlingit incursions began, there is evidence for changes in status 
differentiation after 2500 BP, both on the coast and in the interior. 
Artifacts such as groundstone netsinkers, labrets, slate mirrors, and 
slate daggers appear in both coastal sites and at Gitaus (Allaire 1979, 
48). These objects are interpreted as evidence of increased status differ
entiation in both zones as well as indicating increased coastal con
nections between the interior and the coast and, perhaps, new artifact 
types from the northern invaders. 

The evidence for status differentiation on the coast is found especially 
in burials at Boardwalk, Garden Island, and Dodge Island (Cybulski 
1990,55; Fladmark, Ames, and Sutherland 1990,234; MacDonald 1983, 
105-6). Ames and Maschner (1998,189) identify four levels of status 
in these burials starting after 2500 BP. More than two-thirds of the 
interments have no grave goods at all, while others contained numerous 
ornaments made of local materials. The highest rank includes 
ornaments made from exotic imports such as copper, obsidian, jet, 
amber, sea otter teeth, and dentalia shell beads (Matson and Coupland 
1995, 233). Ethnohistorically, these objects were associated with high 
status, and while such meanings may not have been preserved from 
so long ago, the coastal burial populations indicate that distinctions 
existed in some form. However, the appearance of ornaments is neither 
widespread nor itself indicative of the emergence of social difference, 
which no doubt existed in some form prior to this; rather, the use of 
copper as beads and plain sheets indicates that the coastal people 
had connections to the north, where native copper is found in the 
Copper River. Its apparent association with high status may indicate 
that the symbolic meaning of copper was being imported along with 
the metal, both of which may be evidence of the incorporation of 
northern people into communities of the coastal zone. Based on dates 
derived from shell at the surface of middens at village sites (Figure 
1), Archer (2001) has argued that villages with similar house sizes 
existed between 2500 BP and 1900 BP. Village sites such as GbTo-
46, -70, and -yy (Figures 1 and 4) display a characteristic pattern of 
houses smaller than those from later periods and oriented in a row 
along a beach front. Archer evaluates the statistical variability in floor 
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area and demonstrates that these houses show little difference. He 
suggests that house size and distribution of these sites across the 
coastal landscape is consistent with the model of egalitarian villages 
each located at the centre of its resource catchment area. 

Matson and Coupland (1995, 233) argue that the burial data are 
evidence of emerging social complexity, which usually refers to both 
the increasing scale and variability of cultural traits and the institu
tionalization of social inequality (Martindale 1999a, 1999b). However, 
complexity is a poor description of these developments; instead, the 
archaeological data up to about 2000 BP indicate that communities 
in the northern Tsimshian area were growing, perhaps in part as a 
result of migration from the north. Initially this resulted in the 
appearance of new artifacts and practices of social distinction in both 
coastal and canyon areas, especially involving personal ornamentation. 
On the coast, these distinctions were manifest in the treatment of 
burials that began to show social stratification. Socio-political 
hierarchies are sometimes a solution to internal conflict related to 
community growth (Johnson 1983). However, these pressures seem 
to have exceeded the capacity for emerging social hierarchies to 
control as the period after 2000 BP was marked by regional warfare. 

It is after 2000 BP that the evidence from the archaeological and 
oral records most clearly converges, indicating a period from 2000 
BP to 1500 BP during which warfare intensified and the northern 
Tsimshian retreated from their coastal villages. Based on data from 
Tlingit territory in southeastern Alaska, Moss and Erlandson (1996) 
argue that the initial appearance of defended fort sites on the northern 
Northwest Coast dates from between 2,000 and 1,500 years ago. Many 
forts were separate constructions from villages that served as short-
term redoubts, although there are some examples of large defended 
villages. No such forts have been found in northern Tsimshian territory, 
although the upper components at the Lachane/Co-op site showed 
substantial log construction dating to this time (Inglis 1976). The 
Tsimshian identify this site on Kaien Island as the location of Aksk's 
famous battle (Marsden 2000, 48). 

Maschner (1991, 931) argues, based on a settlement shift to 
defensible village locations, that violence escalated during this period 
as a result of increased raiding and warfare. Matson and Coupland 
(1995, 231) describe this as a "warfare complex" in the Prince Rupert 
Harbour region. Burial data from the latter part of the Middle Period 
indicate that this was a time of increased warfare (Cybulski 1974, 
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1978, 1990, 1992). Almost 40 per cent of adults from this era show 
fractures of the forearm, face, and skull. Cybulski (1990,58) attributes 
60 per cent of these fractures to interpersonal violence. Decorated bone 
and stone clubs, similar to the warclub weapons of the historic era, 
also appear late in this period at sites like GbTo-34, Kitandach (Figure 
3) (MacDonald 1969, 244; MacDonald and Inglis 1981, 45; Matson 
and Coupland 1995, 231). MacDonald (1983, no) identified a burial at 
Boardwalk of an adult male associated with body armour of copper-
wrapped sticks and a cache of weapons, including stone and bone 
clubs and slate knives. Although initially dated to 2500 BP, it has 
been redated by Cybulski (1993, 6) to 1800 BP. In addition to the 
armour and weaponry, he describes a decapitated female skull and 
jaw that may represent a trophy of war. Decapitation is said to have 
been common in Northwest Coast warfare (Suttles 1990, 465), but 
the only direct archaeological evidence of it anywhere on the 
Northwest Coast comes from the Lachane/Co-op site dating to about 
1750 BP. Here, two young adult males and a female were found with 
removed heads and cut marks on their vertebrae. 

The archaeological data from the end of the Middle Period indicate 
that the emerging conflict throughout the coastal region resulted in 
significant settlement shifts between 2000 BP and 1500 BP, including 
a period during which all the village sites in Metlakatla Pass were 
abandoned. Archer's (2001, 214) regional analysis of terminal dates 
on shell middens associated with villages indicates that the egalitarian 
villages were abandoned between 2500 BP and 1900 BP. 

There is also archaeological data that the period of conflict and 
abandonment of the coast was followed by a return of more 
hierarchically organized Tsimshian communities. Archer (2001) 
suggests that new villages began to appear between 1900 BP and 
1600 BP and argues that the new villages represent a more hierarchical 
social order. Evidence for this comes from changes in architecture, 
specifically the construction of a few very large buildings in each village. 
The large houses usually occurred in the front row of the village, a 
location that is ethnohistorically associated with the residences of 
lineage heads and chiefs (Garfield 1951). One so-called "ranked" 
village, McNichol Creek (GbTo-6) in Prince Rupert Harbour, is the 
best documented case of this development (Figure 1). GbTo-6 is a 
village site of fifteen house depressions dating to about 1600 BP, 
although there is an earlier, poorly defined occupation (Coupland, 
Bissel, and King 1991, 43; Matson and Coupland 1995, 279). House 
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sizes averaged about ten by six metres, with one exception. House 
depression "O" is more than double this average, and, because of its 
large size, is interpreted as the residence of a high-status lineage. 

Technological changes occur mostly in the woodworking toolkit and 
include new forms of stone mauls and adzes, and shell knives and blades 
(Fladmark, Ames, and Sutherland 1990, 235). Personal ornamentation 
continued in this period but was restricted to labrets, shell, amber, 
and copper beads (234). Fewer burials occurred at Prince Rupert area 
sites after 1500 BP, probably because the interior practice of cremation 
had been adopted. Salmon is the most common faunal species, 
accounting for 65 per cent of the faunal assemblage from McNichol 
Creek, which has yielded the only systematic sample of subsistence 
data from a village site in this region (Coupland, Bissel, and King 
1993, 60, 62). The faunal data are indicative of a delayed return or 
storage economy based on salmon fishing and supplemented through 
the winter months by sea mammals, shellfish, and coastal marine fish 
resources. Coupland, Bissel, and King (1993) argue that the occupants 
of McNichol Creek spent their summers in the Skeena River valley 
collecting salmon for their winter stores. The rate of shell midden 
accumulation remained constant during this period, indicating a 
stable population (Fladmark, Ames, and Sutherland 1990, 234; 
Matson and Coupland 1995, 278). 

After the reoccupation of the Prince Rupert Harbour area, the 
archaeological data show increasing similarity to ethnohistoric 
Tsimshian people in terms of status, subsistence, technology, and 
settlement patterns. During this time, settlement was characterized 
by seasonal mobility between winter villages around Metlakatla Pass 
(Archer 2001; Coupland, Bissel, and King 1991, 43; Matson and 
Coupland 1995, 279), spring settlement on the Nass estuary, and 
summer occupation of interior areas, including the lower Skeena River 
(Allaire 1979; Fladmark, Ames, and Sutherland 1990, 234). Winter 
villages are known from the coast and also the Kitselas Canyon and 
Kitsumkalum Valley areas. They conform to the ethnographic pattern 
of large numbers of large houses (Drucker 1965,119; Martindale 1999a; 
Matson and Coupland 1995, 280). This period is also associated with 
the establishment of traditional Tsimshian protocols of social rank 
based on the surplus economic production of extended family 
households (Coupland 1995; Coupland, Bissel, and King 1993; 
MacDonald and Cove 1987). The ethnohistoric pattern of seasonal 
mobility developed at the end of the Middle Period (Ames 1998; 
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Coupland, Bissel, and King 1993, 60, 62; Fladmark, Ames, and 
Sutherland 1990,239; Maschner 1991,929; Stewart and Stewart 2001). 
Tsimshian archaeological sites are known from the Nass River estuary 
during this era, suggesting ongoing use of eulachon territory by the 
northern Tsimshian. In sum, the reoccupation of the coast at the end 
of the Middle Period represents the development of what has become 
familiar as traditional Tsimshian society: ranked social order, 
hierarchical villages, and seasonal coast-to-interior mobility. 

As the oral record described, the origins of the settlement patterns 
that define this period lie in the return of an alliance of Tsimshian 
village groups into the coastal zone after a series of conflicts have 
driven them east. Closely placed for defence, these communities had 
to look farther afield for subsistence resources. It was during the Late 
Period that the lower Skeena River territories were added to the 
coastal and Nass River zones to complete the historically known 
settlement cycle of the northern Tsimshian. 

CONCLUSIONS 

We had argued that, while the archaeological and oral records are 
distinct sources and forms of data, they represent aspects of the same 
history. Archaeological data are the material correlates of human 
activity that tend to reflect recurring patterns in human behaviour. 
While only a fragment of the material culture of antiquity has been 
recovered, we can reasonably infer from these data the nature, scale, 
and source of settlement patterns that characterize Tsimshian history. 
Oral records are narratives of ancestral housegroups and lineages that 
convey the significant historical events in a community's past. Fre
quently, these stories refer to origins, migrations, settlements, and 
conflicts. Our comparison of the oral and archaeological data 
demonstrates conjunction between the two, especially in terms of 
settlement patterns. The implication of this work is that other 
comparisons between the archaeological and oral records are possible 
and can enhance an understanding of the past. Archaeological 
reconstructions are improved from the rich social and political history 
preserved in oral records. Oral traditions, in turn, can benefit from 
the structured chronological, technological, and economic data that 
archaeological culture histories provide. 

Our analysis has reinforced the idea that the period between 3500 
BP and 1500 BP was a distinct episode of Tsimshian history. However, 
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Figure 7:1500 BP - New Lineages of the Northern Tsimshian and Kitselas 
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Figure 6: 3500 BP - Lineages of the Northern Tsimshian and Kitselas 

The Gispaxlo'ots tribe did not exist as such until around 1500 BP. These lineages developed in their distinct regions until they amalgamated to form the Gispaxlo'ots after 1500 BP. 
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Figure 5. 1500 BP - Known Tsimshian Settlements 



Defining the Middle Period 39 

GcTo-52 Î 
&GcTo-27 Tsimpsean Peninsula 

GbTo-34 ^GbTo-57 
GbTo-64 GbTo-/ 

GbTo-89 "•'••/. 

GbTo-66 '•'••• GcJc'9 G c T ° - 6 

' Gblo-I 

GbTo-23 

GbTo-77 
&78 

LVjL-y Gbïo-18 

WW*' GbTo-31 

GbTo-10/33 

GbTo-36 

GbTo-70 

GbTo-32 

f 

2000 BP - Known Tsimshian Settlements / 

Archaeological sites ... / 
Gblo-46 

•• Location, uncertain 

j j j j 

0 1 2 3 km 

Figure 4. 2000 BP - Known Tsimshian Settlements 



38 BC STUDIES 

Figure 3. 3500 BP - Known Tsimshian Settlements 
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Figure i. The Northern Tsimshian Region in the Middle Period 



Defining the Middle Period 35 

we have also shown that the Middle Period is defined not by the 
emergence of cultural traits associated with the ethnohistoric Tsimshian 
but as a story of growth and migration that led to conflict and change. 
Communities of the Middle Period grew in part as a result of internal 
demographics and productive technologies and in part as a result of 
waves of migrants entering northern Tsimshian communities from 
the north and east. Evidence for these movements, which has been 
preserved in the oral record, appears in Middle Period sites, first in 
the interior regions and ultimately on the coast. These pressures and 
growing local populations combined to create stress within coastal 
communities. Described in the oral traditions, they appear archae-
ologically in the form of emerging material distinctions of status and 
evidence for conflict and warfare. They culminated around 1900 BP 
when Tlingit invaders forced northern Tsimshian people to abandon 
temporarily the coastal region. This war and the alliance of com
munities that formed to reclaim the coastal territory are significant 
episodes in Tsimshian oral history as they are the catalysts that created 
the ethnohistorically known Tsimshian society. Many characteristics 
that define the northern Tsimshian, such as their seasonal mobility 
between the coast and the interior, date to the period after the reoc-
cupation of the coastal villages. This analysis has shown that a 
synthesis of archaeological and oral records creates a richer under
standing of history than is possible from either source on its own. 
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