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PREFACE 

On June 14, 1983, the United States Department of Agriculture, Payette National 
Forest, issued a Special Use Permit to Frank C. Leonhardy, Professor of 
Anthropology at the University of Idaho, Moscow. This permit granted­
permission to conduct a cultural resource inventory and subsurface · 
archaeological excavations at selected cultural resource properties within the 
Frank Church-River Of No Return Wilderness, which is managed by the Payette 
National Forest, Idaho. -

During the summer of 1983, Frank Leonhardy s~lected a large prehistoric 
archaeological site consisting of approximately 33 housepit features identified at 
site 10-VY-31/PY-114. Archaeological site testing began in June of 1983. One 
of the reasons for focusing attention on this site was the close proximity to the 
Taylor Ranch, University of Idaho's Field Research Station where personnel 
were lodged. Also, this site was selected for its potential to yield prehistoric 
archaeological information for answering Leonhardy's research design. Results 
of the 1983 archaeological excavations are presented in a draft report titled: 

1983 EXCAVATIONS AT 10-VY-31 
RIVER OF NO RETURN WILDERNESS AREA, IDAHO 
By Frank Leonhardy and Fred Thomas 
Laboratory of Anthropology, University of Idaho 
June 15, 1984 

To my knowledge, this draft was never finished and made into a final report. The 
draft copy is missing illustrations and editorial comments are written throughout 
the text. Some information was to be added, deleted or changed. However, the 
draft provides good descriptions, and is still useable for understanding what the 
archaeologists found during the 1983 field.season. During the 1984 field season, 
they returned to the same archaeological site to continue their investigations. 

Results of the archaeological excavations in 1984 at 1 0-VY-31 were never 
written up into a draft report. All that was written consisted of three typed, single 
spaced pages produced as a paper to be presented at a professional meeting, 
probably for archaeologists. Authorship of this paper is unknown. Frank 
Leonhardy died before a draft and final report were ever produced for site 1 0-VY-
31. The artifact collections and field notes have been stored at the University of 
Idaho, Laboratory of Anthropology, at Moscow, Idaho since 1983/84. 



On October 16, 1999, I acquired from the Laboratory of Anthropology the 
collections, field notes, and maps, and transferred these materials to the Payette 
National Forest, Supervisor's Office, Heritage Program, McCall, Idaho. During 
six weeks in January and February 2000, the artifact collections were inventoried 
and repackaged. Some of the specialized prehistoric tools were studied, 
measured, and illustrated in pen and ink. The colored slides were organized into 
a carousel and reviewed several times. The field notes, photographs, and maps 
were studied, read and re-read in an attempt to understand the coi:,tent of the 
archaeological site. Some of the people involved in the archaeological 
excavation in 1984 were interviewed. 

What follows is an attempt ·to express the archaeological results of the 1983 and 
1984 field season at 1 0-VY-31. The majority of the text in this report is derived 
from the authorless, three-page paper prepared for a professional meeting 
presentation. Throughout the text, information important to the understanding of 
the site area was added, and nothing has been deleted. About 200 hours of 
work has gone into this effort. 

This was the first and largest excavation of prehistoric house pit f ea tu res that has 
ever taken place in the Frank Church-River Of No Return Wilderness.·_ What is 
clearly apparent is the importance and significance of this archaeological site, as 
far as to what it has yielded, and the kinds of scientific information that this site 
can still yield. 

LAWRENCE A. KINGSBURY 
Heritage Program Manager 
USDA Payette National F9rest 
McCall, Idaho . · 

February 15, 2000 
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Archaeological Site Testing at Big Creek (10-VY-31/PY-114) 
Krassel Ranger District 

Frank Church-River Of No Return Wilderness 
Payette National Forest, Idaho 

Laboratory of Anthropology-University of Idaho 

During the summer of 1984, the .Laboratory of Anthropology at the University of . , • .~ 
Idaho, Moscow, Idaho conducted excavations at a site in the Salmon River Mountains 
of central Idaho. 10-VY-31 is a collection of housepit depressions on Big Creek, which 
is a major tributary of the Middle Fork of the Salmon River. (see Figures 1 and 2 on 
pages 5 and 6). The purpose of this paper is to briefly report on the results of these 
excavations and to discuss how they affect our thoughts on the settlement and 
subsistence pattern for the region. · 

1 O-VY-31 ~s a collection of (33) housepit depressions scattered across a river 
terrace 1 meter above the high water line. The site is located at the base of a south­
facing slope, and is vegetated with blue bunch wheat grass, rye grass, and sagebrush, 
and located at an elevation of 3,760 feet above sea level. There are at least 13 
similarly situated sites in the 12 river miles from the confluence of Big Creek and the 
Middle Fork of the Salmon River, up to Cabin Creek on Big Creek. · 

Excavations in 1983 concentrated at 1 O-VY-31 on the western portion of the 
terrace, referred to as "Area 1" and "Area 2.• (see Figures 3. 4, and 5). The 
excavations reported in this paper (1984) were on the open eastern terrace, referred to · 
as, "Area 3. • (see Figure 6). 

I 

Four housepit depressions were excavated (#7, 14, 16, 30) as ·well as an inter-
house area; the area between housepits. Two of the housepits (#7 and 16) were very ,--.. · 
hard to distinguish, often relying on textural differences, such as, compact vs. loose · 
sand, rather than color variations·to differentiate them. In addition, they contain very 
small artifact assemblages that will be discussed later in this paper. Housepits #14 
and 30 had large assemblages. · 

A third housepit (#14) when tested showed up as well defined black stain 
flecked with charcoal. When the feature was uncovered, it was obvious that it had 
been burned. Fill was. removed to reveal charred structural supports, converged . ,. 
irregularly toward the center. It appeared that a larger number of smaller poles (10-12 ··_ ;;, : . _ 
cm in diameter) were the· main supports, and a number of smaller poles (5-8 cm in ~.. ,t • .• \i~ .. 
diameter) leaned up against them. In a few areas, patches of burned twigs lying · /·· ' 
perpendicular to the support indicated that the structure was covered with tree 
branches. This structure covered a depression 4.4 meters in diameter and had a living · 
area of approximately 57.6 meters squared. There is no sign of an internal hearth. It - · · 
appeared to be a post-occupational dump. 
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The final housepit (#30) excavated was isolated from the other three and · 
located at the base of the 3 meter terrace (3 meters high above Big Creek). Before 
excavation, this housepit appeared as an irregular living floor surrounded by three 
piles of fire-cracked rock. The floor was made up of gray, ashy soil with an orange 
stain in the southern portion that represents a hearth. 

When this floor (#30) was excavated, it was discovered that there·was an earlier 
floor underlying it. Partially charred beams marked this floor. The rim of this floor did 
not coincide to the rim of the floor above it. Subsequent excavation revealed at least 
two more floors and one more rim, giving a total of four floors and three rims. Partially 
charred beams marked two of the floors. The beams from the lower floor have a 
radiocarbon date of 860+/-50 years before the present (BP). Because of time 
limitations, the housepit floors were not excavated, but certain comparisons can be 
made with the other structures. The construction techniques appear to be very similar. 
Note the non-radial layout of the beams. In addition, there were the presence of rock 
features on the edge of the depression. 

The piles of fire-cracked rock from housepit #30 were excavated and were full of 
cultural material. The three piles contained 73 artifacts, what appear to be 6, 
rectangularly-shaped, bone gaming pieces, (see Figure 24, page 28), and over 3,400 
pieces of bone. This housepit included 945 pieces of all of the identified bone for the 
site. These piles, as well as the one in housepit 114, are interpreted as being refuse 
dumps (middens), perhaps from the cleaning of house floors before reoccupation. 

· Other artifacts found in housepit #30 were a Cascade dart point ( see Figure 7, page 
11), a Pinto series dart base (see Figure 13, page 17), and an iron point (see 
Figure 20, page 24), to name just a few. 

The area surrounding the three grouped housepits (#7, 14, and 16) was also 
excavated, revealing features possibly associated with the house and a pre-house 
occupation. These features originated at the same surface as the houses, but their 
exact relationship is unclear. Three of these features are large, oval depressions, 
averaging 1.3x.80 meters that were filled with large chunks of fire-cracked rock and 
charcoal. These features contained very few artifacts. They are interpreted as the 
remains of earth ovens. The other features were smaller, averaging 45 cm in 
diameter, circular, and contained river cobbles. This type of feature also included few 
of no artifacts. Its function is unknown. · 

The pre-house occupations appeared as rock-strewn surfaces containing 
artifacts. No structural remains were recovered from these layers, but several areas of 
charcoal and burned soil may represent hearths. _ 

Even though the rock features were smaller than the house floors, they 
contained a larger assemblage. In make-up, these assemblages are very similar to 
the house floors, with projectile points, utilized flake tools, and bifaces being the most 
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common tool types, at about 20%. Large side-notched points predominate. (see 
Figures 7-28, pages 11-32 for the collection's stone and bone tools). 

The assemblage from the pre-house occupation appeared very different. Most 
obviously, projectile point form if different with large comer notched points (tentatively 
Elko series) predominating. The make-up of the collection is also different with 
projectile points making up 30% of the assemblage as opposed to 20% in the house 
floor. Utilized flakes and bifaces are less common, only 10% opposed to 20% on the 
floors. 

In regards to faunal remains, over 5,200 pieces of bone were recovered, with 
about 70% of them coming from the rock features around the house floors. The bone 
was heavily processed, most being smashed into pieces smaller than 2 cm in 
diameter. Only 4% of the bone was identifiable to the genus level; 835 specimens are 
mountain sheep, 7% are deer, and 10% other, primarily rabbit, marmot, and bear. 

From the data, a number of conclusions can be drawn. Each of the projectile 
point assemblages from the house floors is slightly different morphologically, This is 
interpreted as. temporal differences rather than functional factors. This is supported by 
stratigraphic data, which shows deposition of a small amount of backfill from one pit to 
another. After two summers of excavations, nine house floors (in 1983, #6, 5, Area 2, 
7, 8, and 9. In 1984, #7, 14, 16, and 30) had been completely or partially excavated, 
and none of them were contemporaneous. While there are approximately 27 
unexcavated depressions at the site, it is strongly suggested that this is not the result of 
a large population aggregation, but of frequent reoccupation by a small group, 
possibly even a single family unit 

Several salmon vertebrae were found, suggesting spring, summer, and fall 
occupations coinciding with the salmon runs. Large numbers of grain and bone 
smashing rocks (28) were found; {see Figures 26, 27, and 28, pages 30-32), 
suggesting on site processing of foods and bone marrow. Marrow is a high-calorie 
food squrce used as the "glue" to hold dried meat and berries together, among other 
things. Cooking ovens were located, suggesting long-term occupation. Eight bone 
awls and 24 perforators ( see Figures 22 and 23, pages 26-27) were found, suggesting 
clothing and ornamentation production. Identifiable arrow points dominate the entire 
site, totaling 68. Dart points number 54 for the whole site. Numerous point fragments 
were also collected. Given all of this evidence, it appears that these peoples weren't 
just passing through. The plan was to stay for an extended period of time and use the 
resources. 
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TABLE 

Prehistoric Time Line Chronology for the Payette National Forest, Idaho 
Based Upon Projectile Point Change and Radiometric Dating 'lbrough Time 

Relative Age 
Before Present (BP) 

11,500 - 10,000 years BP 

11,000 - 8,000 years BP 

10,000 - 8,000 BP 
9,000 - 6,000 BP 

8,400 - 650 BP 

7,845 - 2,250 BP 

7,400 - 1,000 BP 

5,700 - 2,650 BP 

4,500 - 2,500 BP 

2,500 - 700 BP 

1,500 - 100 BP 

1,500 - 100 BP 

1,500 - 500 BP 
. . 

1,500 - 500 BP 

1,500 - 800 BP 

700 - 100 BP 

500 - 100 BP 

Phase and/or Tradition 

Llano Tradition 
Clovis 

Plano Tradition 
Alberta (Cody Complex) 
Eden (Cody Comples) 
Baskett 

Windust 
Cascade· ( Cold Springs . subphase) 

Elko Series Side Notch 
Corner Notch 
Eared 

Humboldt Series Basal Notch 

Northern Side Notch 

Pinto Series 

Tucannon 

Harder 

. Wallula 

Middle Columbia Basal Notch 

Rose Spring 
(Rosegate) 
Eastgate Expanding Stem 

Piqunin 

Desert Side Notch 
. (Sierra Type) 

Cottonwood Triangular 
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