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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 

1.1: The Port au Choix National Historic Park. 

The Port au Choix National Historic Park is located on the west coast of 

the Great Northern Peninsula of Newfoundland at about 50° 43' N. latitude 

and 57° 22' longitude and approximately 293 kms. north of Corner Brook 

(fig. 1, inset). The park covers an area of 830 ha. on the combined Point 

Riche and Port au Choix peninsulas which protrude into the Gulf of 

St. Lawrence. Excluded from this area is the modern fishing village of Port 

au Choix distributed around the "Back Arm" harbour and along the narrow 

isthmus, only 210 metres wide, which connects the twin peninsulas to the 

mainland (fig. 1). 

1.2: Archaeological Research Related to the Park. 

Prior to the formation of the present park boundaries in 1984, two major 

programmes of archaeological research had been conducted in the area. 

One focussed on the large Palaeo-Eskimo occupation at Phillip's Garden on 

the Point Riche Peninsula (Harp 1964), while the other investigated the 

extensive Maritime Archaic Indian cemetery within the township (Tuck 1976). 

Subsequent to 1984, a third major research effort was inaugurated to further 

elucidate the Palaeo-Eskimo occupation at Phillip's Garden and in other 

areas within the park boundaries (Renouf 1985, 1986, 1987). 

Included among the objectives in the 1986 season of the current project 

was the investigation of two sites, Crow Head Cave (7A60; EeBi-4) and the 

Gargamelle Cove Rockshelter (7A65; EeBi-21), both of which had been located 
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on the Point Riche Peninsula during earlier surveys within the park. It was 

known that these sites had been disturbed by local inhabitants and artefacts 

and human skeletal material in private collections suggested that both sites 

had once contained Palaeo-Eskimo burials of the Middle Dorset phase. Since 

our present knowledge of the physical anthropology and mortuary practices 

of the Middle Dorset Palaeo-Eskimo is minimal, a salvage excavation of even 

these drastically disturbed burial sites was thought to be of considerable 

potential significance. Unfortunately, hopes that one or both sites might 

still contain an undisturbed burial were in vain. However, despite the 

severity of the disturbance at both sites - one, Crow Head Cave, had actually 

been blasted by explosives - a large number of artefacts, ecofacts, and 

fragmentary human remains were located. While it was not possible to obtain 

reliable point provenience data, gross spatial analysis of artefact and bone 

distributions yielded consistent patterning that has cast further light on 

Palaeo-Eskimo mortuary behaviour. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCES OF 

THE PORT AU CHOIX NATIONAL HISTORIC PARK 

2.1: Introduction. 

Following the 1984 agreement between the Provincal Government and Parks 

Canada which ceded the present park area to federal authority, a fairly 

comprehensive inventory of the natural resources of the study area was drawn 

up (Northland 1985). The following discussion therefore briefly recapitulates 

the major findings of this research and, for more detail, the reader is 

referred to the original inventory. 

2.2: Geology. 

The spine of the Great Northern Peninsula is formed by the uplifted 

Precambrian granites of the flat-topped Long Range Mountains which in 

places attain heights of over 850 metres. Along its west margin this 

Precambrian terrain truncates Lower Paleozoic platformal rocks of shallow 

marine origin which form a narrow coastal plain which is geologically quite 

distinct, being composed of Cambro-Ordovician sediments largely in the form 

of carbonates (O'Brien & Macpherson 1969; Cumming 1983:75ff.). 

The low-lying north-eastern sector of the Point Riche Peninsula is composed 

of three formations of Lower Ordovician dark-brown to tan, porous, 

crystalline dolomite of the St. George's Group (fig. 2). To the south-east 

in the remaining and larger portion of the peninsula this group is 

disconformably overlain by the Table Head Group composed of gently dipping 

strata of Middle Ordovician grey and finely crystalline limestones, 
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FIG. 2 

GEOLOGY OF THE PORT AU CHOIX & PT. RICHE PENINSULAS 

MoTH: TABLE HEAD GROUP (Middle Ordovician). 
Thick bedded dark grey limestone, slump breccia. Cyclic pale 
grey limestone & dolomitic and/or fenestral limestone. 

IoC: ST. GEORGE GROUP (Lower-Middle Ordovician). 
Catoche formation - well bedded, fossiliferous, grey limestone 
with dolomite burrow mottling; some cryptalgal-sponge 
moundstone beds; D - pervasive diagenetic dolomite. 

IoBH: BOAT HARBOUR FORMATION. 
Cyclically intercalated dark grey limestone, dolomitic limestone 
and dolostone; stromatolitic moundstone beds occur locally; fossils 
locally common; basal beds extensively dolomitised and brecciated. 

I-MoA: AGUATHUNA FORMATION. 
Yellow weathering, pale grey dolostone; green dolomitic shale. 

Source: Northland 1985: fig. 9. 
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dolostones, and shales. The north-eastern margin of the Table Head Group 

rises fairly abruptly to a maximum elevation of ca. 60 metres ASL and it is 

in this face that Crow Head Cave is located (figs. T2). In the south along 

the northern side of Gargamelle Cove, the Table Head Group forms fairly 

high sea cliffs in which is located the Gargamelle Rockshelter (fig. 1). 

2.3: Geomorphology and Vegetation. 

Normal characteristics of the coastal plain of the Great Northern Peninsula 

include thin acidic podzolic soils, poor drainage, numerous bogs and small 

ponds, and a poorly developed boreal forest. However, the Point Riche and 

Port au Choix Peninsulas are anomalous; podzolic soils were not discovered 

in a study of the park though they are suspected to be present in isolated 

pockets (Northland 1985:37). Instead, the soils are predominantly of the 

immature regosolic type and organic soils. Moreover, as a result of isostatic 

rebound and the sloping nature of the terrain, the peninsulas are relatively 

well-drained (Northcott & Phillips 1976:3). There is little flooding in the 

spring run-off and there are only a few marshy areas and ponds (fig. 1). 

The Point Riche Peninsula can be subdivided into four ecosystems based on 

topography, soils, and vegetation. These ecosystems more or less coincide 

in areal extent with the major geological divisions noted above. 

[1] The marine fringe ecosystem is characterized by a variety of beach 

types ranging from gravel to rocky to sea cliff. Both soil and vegetation 

are either sparse or absent. Immediately behind the present marine fringe 

is a series of ancient beaches and marine terraces formed during the complex 

interplay between isostatic rebound and eustatic sea-level rise in the 

post-glacial period (Grant 1972). Some stretches of ancient beach, such as 
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that in the township area in which the Maritime Archaic burials were 

interred, are sandy. 

[2] In the St. George ecosystem, the topograpny is rolling, soils shallowly 

overlie bedrock, and the vegetation is predominantly dense tuckamore of 

black spruce. This ecosystem contains a few bogs, several small ponds, and 

fairly extensive patches of peatland and rock barrens. 

[3] The Aguathuna Formation ecosystem corresponds to the colluvial complex 

slope between the two major bedrock groups; the topography is hilly, soils 

are coarsely textured and drainage is rapid. The vegetation of this ecosystem 

ranges from low tuckamore to forest composed principally of balsam fir and 

white spruce. Larch and black spruce occur infrequently and white birch 

and mountain ash are the only hardwoods present (Northland 1985:61ff.). 

[4] In the Table Head Group ecosystem, the topography is gently rolling 

and the soils are shallow and of variable texture. There are extensive areas 

of limestone barrens, empetrum heath barrens, and tuckamore vegetation 

(Northcott & Phillips 1976:3; Northland 1985:41ff.). 

It is clear that historic occupation of the Port au Choix area has resulted 

in profound changes to the vegetation on the peninsula. In the past, forests 

were probably denser and more extensive (Northcott & Phillips 1976:6). 

2.4: Climate. 

In general, Newfoundland has a marine climate ameliorated by the Atlantic 

Ocean. However, the Great Northern Peninsula is strongly affected by the 

cold Labrador current and the northern part of the peninsula has a near 
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