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Excavations a t  the 16th century Basque whaling s ta t ions  a t  Red Bay, in 

southern Labrador, nloved in to  the i r  tenth season in  1986. The project began 

with a survey of the area in  1977 and excavations have continued ea=h s m r  

since. The 1986 season demonstrated tha t  the sites around Red Bay Harbour a r e  

f a r  from exhausted despite the  intensive excavations which have taken place 

there, a s  the following description demnstrates. In addition t o  the  con- 

s t ruct ion of a small v i s i t o r s '  c e n t r e  which provided a modest e x h i b i t  of 

material recovered thus f a r  from the s i t e  a s  well a s  additional laboratory 

space for  the reg is t ra rs  and conserva tors  a s s i s t i n g  i n  t h e  processing of 

material recovered from the s i t e s ,  work concentrated upon four areas, three of 

which had not previously been explored. 
i ' b i  

s u; %d-fthwest of saddle :slam3 where the bulk of our excava- 

t ions have been carried out, was the  site of a large fishing premises dating 

from the l a t e  19th century and in  use un t i l  the  mid-20th century. This small 

island was known for  some years t o  contain evidence of Basque u t i l i za t ion  i n  

the form of what appeared t o  be several small tryworks on the  s h e l t e r d  north- 

ern shore. Surface indications suggested tha t  these tryworks were smaller than 

the majority of those on Saddle Island. Low rock walls, v i s ib le  through the 

surface vegetationr suggested small s t ructures  perhaps capable of supporting 

only a s ingle  cauldron. The wa l l s  themselves were perpendicular  t o  t h e  

shoreliner i n  contrast  t o  those on Saddle Islandr which invariably p r a l l e l  

the shoreline. It was suspected tha t  these structures,  d i f fe ren t  in form from 

those reported elsewherel might r e l a t e  t o  whaling a c t i v i t i e s  e i ther  before or 

a f t e r  the peak decades of the 1560s through 1580s Or, alternatively,  might 

represent the  a c t i v i t i e s  of French Basques who carried out whaling in  the 

S t r a i t  of Belle I s l e  but whose shore s ta t ions  do not appear t o  have been docu- 

mented archaeologically in  the Red Bay area. Unfortunately, neither of these 

hypotheses appears t o  have been correctr a s  the  discussion below indicates. 



The surface features of the s i t e  proved to  be of 1 9 t h  century originr 

despite the presence of £ragrents of red roofing t i l e r  burned whale fat, f i r e  

broken stoner and other indications typical of tqmorks excavatd elsewhere. 

They consisted of three parallel rows of large r ~ ~ k s r  perpexdicular to  the 

beachr for which it is possible to  offer only a tentative interpretation. 

Nails and other material from the 19th century suggest that wocd was smhow 

also involved i n  the construction of whatever structures stood there. The 

relative paucity of domestic refuse-ceramicsf glass, and even tobacco pipes-- 

typical of most 19th century sites around Red Bay suggest some use not related 

to  domestic activities. The best guess is that we may have exposed a boat 

haul-out where small fishing boats were removed from the water a t  the end of 

each season, perhaps for storage on a nearby stone fish flaker constructed a t  

some unknown time i n  the past. 

That some of these rocks were removed from an earlier tryworks a t  the 

same location was indicated by traces of both burned fa t  and firespall ing on 

a few of the rocks which comprised the haul-out. When this recent structure 

was removed the fireboxes of a large tryworks similar to  those on Saddle Is- 

land soon emerged. A s  is usualr the back wallr in this case excavatd into 

the shelving beach, paralleled the shore a few metres i n  front of it (see 

Plate 1). The structure proved to  be slightly more than ten metres i n  l e q t h  

and some of the six fireboxes retained walls upwards of a rretre in height. 

Although no traces of post molds were foundr quantities of t i l e  were present! 

indicating t.hat the structure m s t  have been covered by a framework of posts 

and beamst i n  turn surrrounted by a t i i e  roof. 

Despite these elements shared w i t h  tryworks elsewhere a t  Red Bayr the 

exanple from Organ's Island displays sane significant differences which allow 

u s  to  suggest its placement in t i m e  relative to  other shore stations and 

provide some indications of how such features were used. Excavations arourd 

the structure failed to  produce any evidence of associated structures, which 
are c o m n  a t  most other shore stations. Except for a few small sherds of 

. . coarse earthenware and malollcar a r t i f a c t s  were extremely scarce. The 

fireboxes themselves appear to  have suffered very l i t t l e  from the effects of 

constant hea-ting which characterize most other such structures excavated t o  

date. The entire impression is one of a shore station which was l i t t l e  u~edr 



perhaps having served for only a single season. 

Why such a large and obviously cost ly  ( a t  l e a s t  in  t e r m  of labor) fea- 

tu re  should have been constructed and abandoned a f t e r  only a single season's 

use is not a t  once apparent but the location of the shore s ta t ion  offers  us 

another clue. In  contrast  t o  other whaling s ta t ions  the t i d a l  zone i n  f ront  

of the Organ's Island tryworks is f l a t  and shallow. The preferred location 

appears t o  have been one where deep water was irnnediately off the shore, prob- 

ably so tha t  whales could be moeuvered a s  close t o  the shore s ta t ion  as p o s  

s i b l e  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  the transportation of blubber t o  the tryworks. Many such 

areas ex i s t  along the sheltered s ide of Saddle Island a s  well a s  on the main- 

land and each of these appears t o  have been u t i l i zed  extensively. Finally, 

the location of the Organ's Island shore s ta t ion  subjects it t o  the e f fec ts  of 

the  extreme northeast windst the only dangerous weather s i tuat ion in  Red Bay 

Harbour. The conbination of a l i t t le-used shore s ta t ion  in  an unsuitable area 

might suggest simply a poor choice for  the establishment of a s ta t ion  and one 

of which its builders soon thought bet ter .  No doubt it was a poor location, 

for  the factors  mentioned above, but it seems doubtful whether even newcomers 

t o  southern Labrador would have fai led t o  real ize  its disadvantages. More 

l ikely,  I think, is the poss ib i l i ty  tha t  t h i s  shore s ta t ion  was constructed 

and b r i e f ly  used during the peak of the  whaling indus t ry~  t h a t  is a t  a tirw 

when pressure on the harbour was great  and no more sui table  locations =re  

available. The Organ's Island t w r k s r  therefore, would have been in  use 

sometime during the three decades between about 1560 and 1590. 

Finallyr the d i f f e ren t i a l  heat damage t o  the individual fireboxes which 

comprise the tryworks suggests t h a t  not a l l  fireboxes e r e  used t o  the same 

extent; those near the centre display considerably m r e  damage than those a t  

the ends. It  seems l ike ly  tha t  original construction prcduced more fireboxes 

than were necessary a t  any one t i m e ;  some served a s  s p r e s  or reserves t o  be 

used only when those f i r s t  f i r e d  became unusable because of hea t  damage. 

Judging frorr~ the tryworks excavated elsewhere such damage rmst have been an 

endless problem. Whether a l l  s ix  fireboxes e r e  or iginal ly  equipped wi th  the 

l a r g e  copper cauldrons i n  which t h e  rendering ac tua l ly  took place is not 

certain.  They may have been1 but it seems equally l i ke ly  t h a t  once a firebox 

became unserviceable the cauldron it supported was sinply removed t o  an in tac t  



firebox and the rendering process continued uninterrupted. The l a t t e r  tech- 

nique would have lowered the initial investment in large and expensive copper 

cauldrons t o  a t  l e a s t  a cer ta in  extent. 

The Organ's Island excavations1 therefore, while not successful in  dis- 

covering evidence of e i ther  ear ly  o r  l a t e  whaling ac t iv i t i e s ,  o r  evidence of 

French Basquesr did succeed i n  providing i n f o m t i o n  about the  peak period of 

the  whaling industry1 for  example tha t  latecomers e r e  will ing t o  locate in  

areas singularly unsuited t o  the  operation of a shore station1 as  well a s  in- 

formation about the operation of the tryworks themelvesr somthing en t i r e ly  

lacking i n  the documentary evidence published t o  date. 

SaddleIsland West appears t o  have been another shore s ta t ion  used only 

r briefly1 a t  l e a s t  a s  f a r  a s  present evidence admits. I t r  tool is l o c a t d  ad- 
I 

y \.I jacent t o  a shallowwater area where moeuvering the carcass of a whale would 

jd have been d i f f i cu l t .  In  addition1 it a p p a r s  t o  lack the  a s s c c i a t d  struc- 
tu res  and refuse which characterize most other shore s ta t ions.  The Saddle Is- 

land West tryworks a l so  d i f f e r s  from a l l  others in  t h a t  it was b u i l t  on a 

f a i r l y  level  sand and gravel terrace with none of the boulder and bedrock 

obstructions found a t  other locations. It  therefore promises t o  provide a 

model of what tryworks were expected t o  look l i k e :  no a c c o ~ a t i o n s  needed t o  

be made t o  local  topography. Indeed1 preliminary investigations indicate tha t  

the Saddle Island West site w i l l  provide the  most extensive evidence of such a 

s t ructure  yet rec~vered. While the  stone construction comprising the  walls of 

the  fireboxes has still t o  be expose21 the  post holes and molds of the  build- 

ing which she l te re l  the tryworks have been revealed. A t  l e a s t  ten large 

postst some greater than 25 cm i n  d i n t e r r  were placed t o  £om a rectangle 

measuring approximately nine by ten metres. Three form the  back wall1 three 

others supported the ridge para l le l  t o  the shoreline1 and four posts comprised 

the  front  (waterside) wall. The positioning of the  posts1 in a s l i gh t ly  stag- 

gered fashion1 suggests t ha t  the  horizontal menbers e r e  attached t o  them by 

means of half l a p  jo in ts  on alternating s ides  of t h e  beans, a construction 

technique c o m n  i n  the Basque country. Following excavation, a s e r i e s  of 

smaller posts was placed in  the  post molds, as  a resul t  of which it becam 

much easier  t o  visualize the  dixlensions of such a s t ructure  (see Plate  2) . 
The fireboxes appear t o  be l o c a t d  i n  the  forward half of t he  s t ructure  while 



the  back half displays a l i nea r  depression which might prove t o  have been in- 

volved i n  some way i n  the  cooling of o i l .  Hopefullyr excavations during the  

1987 season w i l l  provide us with a mch more complete pic ture  of one of these 

ear ly  industr ia l  structures.  

While no associated buildings were discovered r excavations outside the  

tryworks did provide ample evidence of occupation--not by Basquest howevert 

but by Indian people contemporaneous with t he  16th century whalers. Scattered 

over an area of several  hundred square metres ( a t  l e a s t  a s  f a r  a s  indicated by 

test excavations) a r e  small cobble hearths containing both native ard European 

material. The posit ion of these hearths is s t ra t igraphical ly  irrpossible t o  

dist inguish from the Basque u t i l i za t ion  of t he  area. The material contained 

withinr and scattered aroundr the  hearths includes small stemmed o r  comer- 

notched pro jec t i l e  points (Plate 3) made both from high qua l i ty  green arid grey 

cher t s  and from Ramah chert. S ty l i s t i ca l ly  those made from the two types of 

raw material a r e  impossible t o  dist inguish from one another. The co lou rd  

cher t  examples reserrble those from sites around Elanc Sablonr Quebecr andt i f  

found on the  Island of EJewfoundlandt would probably be referrfd t o  t he  Recent 

Indian L i t t l e  Passage complex (c.f. Penney 1984). The R m h  cher t  specirrensr 

i f  found further north on the  Labrador coastt  would be equate3 with the  Recent 

Indian Point Revenge complex (c.f. Fitzhugh 1978) . Other item of native 

manufacture include small t r iangular  b i  faces t thrrbnai l  scrapers manuf actured 

on flakest  and a s ingle  sherd of coarse native pottery. European material 

found wi th in  and around t h e  hea r th s  inc ludes  i r o n  n a i l s r  b i t s  of coarse 

earthenwarer t e x t i l e t  leather t  and baleen which almost cer ta inly was a product 

of the  European whale hunt. 

There seems l i t t l e  doubt t h a t  these represent t he  f i r s t  Indian remains 

contemporaneous with t he  16th century Basque u t i l i za t ion  of the  Red Bay area. 

J u s t  what s o r t  of re la t ions  might have e x i s t d  between the  two groups is a 

long way from obvious but a few preliminary indications a r e  afforded by the  

meagre evidence a t  hard. The hearths themselves a r e  smaJ-1 and appear t o  have 

been but b r i e f ly  used. They do not seem t o  be substant ia l  enough t o  have been 

used by the  natives who a r e  reported by Richard Whitbourne (from Prowse 1895: 

63) and Lope de I s a s t i  (from Barkharn 1980: 54) t o  have ass is ted the Basques 

with the  processing of whales. It seems more l i ke ly  t h a t  they were used only 



temporarily by natives who vis i ted the Basque premises seasonallyt perhaps t o  

obtain European goods. There is a suaaestion t h a t  these v i s i t s  may have taken 

place when the s ta t ions  were abandoned during the  winter monthsf for  t he  only 

refuse bone recovered from the hearths, a l l  of it in  a calcined s t a t e ,  derives 

from harp sea l s  (Stephen Currbaat persona l  communication) which would most 

eas i ly  have been taken from the pack ice during the  seasons when the  Basques 

were not present i n  southern Labrador. The evidence mayt thereforet point t o  

a period of native exploitation of Europan premises during which short  v i s i t s  

were made t o  Red Bay t o  obtain European objects by sinply helping themselves 

t o  what had been l e f t  behind by the  whalers. Again, fur ther  research is 

necessary t o  investigate t h i s  hypothesis more thoroughlyr but preliminary in- 

dications a r e  t h a t  the  evidence is there. 

&,egt h where previous investigations had indicated former a c t i v i t i e s  by 

several  cu l tura l  groups, was fur ther  investigated during the 1986 season. A 

large t r a s k f i l l e d  p i t  containing a wealth of 19th century material was f u l l y  

excavated. The stratigraphy indicates t h a t  a p i t  was dug through an e a r l i e r  

depression t o  bedrock and was then f i l l e d  with ceramics, glass,  metalst a d  

organic objects dating t o  the  mid-to l a t e  19th century. The function of t h i s  

nost recent p i t  remains uncertain, although the  presence of domestic material 

suggests t ha t  some s o r t  of dwelling mst have been associated with it. 

The or iginal  depressiont although its edges were samewhat blurred by the 

more recent ac t iv i ty ,  appears t o  have been dug sometine during the  Basque 

u t i l i za t ion  of the  area. The p i t  and a large area surrounding it a r e  covered 

with a deposit of wood charcoal, i n  places up t o  ten c e n t i m t e r s  deep. Con- 

tained within the  charcoal a r e  ceramics, fragments of glass ,  and a few na i l s r  

a l l  of which have counterparts i n  nearby deposits from the 16th century. Of 
soroe in te res t  a r e  a n&r of sherds of Normandy stoneware# a d i s t inc t ive  hard 

g r e ~ - ~ i i + :  ceramic produced i n  northwestern Francet including f ragmnts  of 

s e v e r a l  minute ointment o r  condiment j a r s ,  which occur i n  much higher  

frequency than they do i n  other 16th century assenblages. It is conceivable 
t ha t  t h i s  depositt despite its resemblance t o  16th century material collected 

elsewhere in  Red Bayt represents a somewhat more recent depositt although the  

evidence is not a t  hand t o  say s o  with any degree of certainty.  I t  is a l so  
possible t ha t  the  re la t ive ly  large proportion of Norrrandy stoneware indicates 



not exchange between Spanish Basques and pot ters  in Normandy but, in fac t ,  a 

French presence in  southern Labrador. Again, it is presently inpossible t o  

decide which, i f  e i ther ,  of these a l ternat ives  is correct .  Since the  area has 

now been v i r tua l ly  conpletely excavated it seems doubtful whether any r:ew 

evidence is l i ke ly  t o  emerge. 

The work a t  Area M a l so  confirmed the  presence of a large Middle Dorset 

occupation, rmch larger than previous test excavations indicated. A large 

asenblage was recovered, scattered over an area of mre than 450 IT?. The 

material recovered (Plate  4)  includes t i p f l u t e d  harpoon erd blades, tr ian- 

gular end scrapers, side-notched and unnotched bifaces, completely polished 

tabular burin-like tools,  microblades and cores, various £ o m  of ground s l a t e  

too ls  and weapons, and a variety of soapstone lanps and bowls including one 

example repaired with an inset  "butterfly" of flaked chert. In addition t o  

soapstone, raw materials include a re la t ively low grade m t t l e d  cher t  with 

numerous f rac ture  planes, a var ie ty  of higher qual i ty  cherts,  Ramah cher t ,  and 

quartz crysta l .  Despite the  large nurrber of chipped stone a r t i f a c t s ,  features 

were notably lacking and include only a single s c a t t e r d  cabble hearth which 

produced wood charcoal, not ye t  dated. No house features such a s  those which 

characterize Middle Dorset winter settlements were apparent, nor was there  any 

discernible evidence of t e n t  rings. The site probably represents a number of 

s e q u e n t i a l  occupat ions  by small  Dorset  bands, perhaps for  the  purpose of 

spring sealinq, although faunal remains a r e  a l m s t  en t i r e ly  lacking. I f ,  

however, t h i s  is the  case, it seems l i ke ly  t h a t  there  e x i s t s  an a s  ye t  undis- 

covered Middle Dorset winter v i l l age  somewbere along the southern coast  of 

Labrador unless the  settlement pattern of these people was radical ly  d i f fe ren t  

from tha t  for  Middle Dorset people elsewhere i n  the province. 

A s  excavations a t  Area M expanded tward  the  fringes of t h e  Middle Dor- 

set h a b i t a t i o n  a r e a  s e v e r a l  unexpected f e a t u r e s  pertaining t o  t h e  Basque 

u t i l i za t ion  of Saddle Island emerged. Five human buria ls  and one p i t  identi- 

c a l  in  a l l  respects t o  graves previously recorded but lacking any evidence of 

an interment were discovered during the l a t t e r  stages of t he  f i e ld  season. 

Although near  t h e  cemetery excavated during t h e  1982-1985 seasons, these 

bur ia l s  a r e  c l ea r ly  outside the cemtery which is bounded by a large natural 

bedrock ridqe. Their posit ions outside the cemetery a r e  not the  only features 



which set these bur ia l s  apar t  from the more than 50 burials  excavatd in  p r e  

vious seasons. The apparently errp?ty grave is a type of feature not previously 

encountered. The prof i le  adjacent t o  the p i t  contains the  same gravel f i l l  

sandwiched between sod layers which for& before ard a f t e r  its excavationr a s  

did most other burials.  The relat ive position of the  f i l l  layer suggests t ha t  

the p i t  was excavated during the Basque occu~at ion  of t he  area. Sods thrown 

or shoveled into the p i t  a t  the time it was f i l l e d  a r e  a l so  identical  t o  those 

recorded i n  t rue  graves. Conditions for  preservation in t h i s  area were no 

worse than i n  m y  other areas of the cemeteryr hence disintegration of the 

hurm bone cannot account for  the absence of any t race of human remains. 

Whether the grave was r e f i l l ed  without being used o r  whether its occupant was 

removed for  reburial elsewhere we sha l l t  unfortunately~ probably never kncw. 

A second burial1 found a t  the considerable depth of nearly one m t r e  

below present ground surface was unusual in  t h i s  r e s ~ e c t ;  most other burials  

were found a t  depths averaging about 30 cm. While the burial  position1 ex- 

tended on the  backr head t o  the westt and hards folded over the  abdomenr was 

the same a s  the vast  majority of the other burials1 t h i s  was the f i r s t  of more 

than 50 t o  contain deliberate grave offerings. A few centimeters above the  

chestr and perpendicular t o  the long axis  of the skeleton1 rested the remains 

of a hardwood (?I  board measuring about 45 by 15 cm. Removal of the  boardr 

which contained no mrkings of any kind despite our hopes t o  the contraryr and 

a. few more cen t imt re s  of loose s o i l  revealed a large wocden crossr about 34 

c m  high and 15 c m  wider which had been placed squarely on the chest of the 

deceased (Plate  5) .  textile^ in a very poor s t a t e  of preservationr appeard 

t o  underlay the  skeleton^ a l so  very poorly preservedr and what appear t o  be 

braided strands of fabr ic  lead from the neck downwards on e i ther  s ide of the 

cross. The impression is one of somone buried war ing  a cloak or  caper m s t  

l ike ly  of woo11 t ied  a t  the  neck. No evidence of any means of suspnsion for  
the cross i t s e l f  a r e  v is ib le  andr i n  any caser it seems too large t o  have been 

worn regularly. 

The conbination of the unusual nature of t h i s  burial  and its poor s t a t e  

of preservation posed considerable problems. Ordinarily skeletons in such 

poor condition a s  t h i s  one were drawnr photqraphedf such observations a s  were 

possible were mader and the skeleton reburied i n  s i f t ed  she l l  and sand beneath 



gravel and sod. In this  case! however1 the presence of the cross and fabric 

suggested that closer inspection of the burial1 particularly the underside1 

might have produced useful information. Normal blockl i f t ing techniques 

clearly would not have been suitable given the fragile and thin nature of the 

compressed skeleton and textile. We determined, therefore1 t o  experimnt wi th  

block l i f t ing by freezing the entire skeleton and associated material using 

dry ice. The ice was flown from St. John's by c o m r c i a l  air l ine and arrived 

in good condition, with l i t t l e  loss of volume during the trip. The following 

day the feature was saturated w i t h  water1 ice placed d i r ec t ly  upon the 

skeleton, and within 45 minutes the feature was solidly frozen. The underly- 

ing sand and gravel substrate, which did not retain water, remained unfrozen, 

could be easily r m v e d ~  and the entire feature was li£ted into a specially 

constructed crate for transport to  the field laboratory. Excess gravel was 

removed, the upper surface covered with f o i l  and a layer of foaming 

polyurethane poured t o  provide support. The block was then inverted and the 

process repeated on the underside1 thereby providing shockproof padding for 

transport t o  the Canadian Conservation Institute headquarters in Ottawa. Fur- 

ther examination1 including X-radiography failed t o  reveal any additional 

i n f o m t i o n ~  but the technique of dry ice blocklifting was t o  serve u s  in g o d  

stead for a second burial to  be described below. The skeleton is now a t  the 

Canadian Conservation Institute where an attenpt t o  consolidate the entire 

feature w i l l  be mde as soon as analysis has been completed and t es t s  of a 

variety of consolidants are made. 

The interpretation of the feature1 as appears t o  be the case a l l  too 

frequently, is still doubtful. That the cross was a deliberate grave offering 

seems clear. This together wi th  the cloak-like garmentt suggests the burial 

of a priest1 but again it probably w i l l  be i p s s i b l e  to  be m r e  definite 

about th is  conjecture. 

Three other burialsr two single i n t e m n t s  flanking the burial of three 

individuals, were discovered while work on the f i r s t  burial was still in 

process. The single interments were unrerrarkable~ being in shallow graves, 

positioned on the back wi th  their heads t o  the west in the fashion of m s t  

other burials. The t r ip le  burial between these two1 on the other hand, was 

quite a different matter. Not. only was it deeper than either of the single 



burials,  but the individual in the  centre proved t o  be heading eas t  while the 

other two individuals were headed west i n  the normal fashion. Preliminary ex- 
posure of the skeletons revealed t races  of t e x t i l e  and leather a s  well a s  what 

appeared t o  be u n i d e n t i f i a b l e  i ron  o b j e c t s  assoc ia ted  wi th  a l l  t h r e e  

skeletons. Again the unusual occurrence of grave 900dsr or  a t  l ea s t  objects 

accompanying the skeletons, indicated tha t  further i n s p t i o n  of the  features 

might be profitable. Once again the block was frozen with dry ice and the en- 

t i r e  feature1 measuring about two metres l o q r  a metre in width, and weighing 

an estimated 250 kgr was successfully removedr cleaned, and packed for s h i p  

ment t o  the Canadian Conservation Ins t i tu te .  

I n  t h i s  ca se  t h e  examination by X-ray revealed some unexpected 

information. In addition t o  two l o w ,  and apparently pointed iron objects, 

three other masses of metal proved t o  be corroded iron keys, i n  one case ac- 

companied by what appear t o  be s l igh t ly  bent nai ls .  Two of the keys a r e  lo- 

cated near the margins of the centre skeleton while the th i rd  r e s t s  of the  

chest of t ha t  individual. It is not c lear  whether a l l  three keys a r e  as- 

sociated with t h i s  individual or  whether one key or iginal ly  accompanied each 

skeleton. This burial  is naw undergoing further excavation a t  t he  Canadian 

Conservation Ins t i tu te ,  wherein gentle washing should remove the s o i l  leaving 

the iron objects, a s  w e l l  a s  the  remaining leather,  t ex t i le1  and whatever 

o the r  ma te r i a l  might be contained wi th in  t h e  f e a t u r e  i n  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  

positions. 

Despite the  success of the techniques of recovery and examination, we 
a r e  no closer t o  understanding the significance of t h i s  feature than we a r e  

for  the described previously. In fac t ,  i f  anything, t h i s  feature  is mre 

enigmatic. A t  l e a s t  the cross and cloak suggest a p r i e s t  -- the  significance 

of the keys and other iron objects remains a complete mystery. 

Finally, the f i f t h  burial  discovered during the 1986 season proved, i f  

anything1 t o  be more of a surprise than the previous four. Locatd a few 

metres t o  the north of the other burials1 it was marked on the surface by 

several small boulders protruding through the surface of a d l  peat bog. 

Standing water was v i s ib l e  among the rocks and we or iginal ly  began excavations 

there with the notion t h a t  the depression may have represented a small basin 

b u i l t  t o  co l lec t  drinking water. No t race  of a grave or other p i t  out l ine was 



v i s i b l e  as  excavatioil proceeded, a l though a number of smal le r  rocks ard 

cobbles within t he  peat i n d i c a t d  human act ivi ty .  Finally, t he  edge of a 

large piece of t e x t i l e  appeared, resting on the  bedrock which underlay the  

peat deposit. Further excavation revealed increas ing  amounts of t e x t i l e  

folded and compressed in to  a narrow band not more than 30 cm wide and upwards 

of two metres i n  length, and covered by rocks of various sizes.  W e  r a i n e d  

unsure of what t h i s  might be, although we suspected (optimistically) t h a t  it 

might be a burial .  When excavation reached the  extreme eas tem portion of t he  

textile and a pa i r  of leather shoes, with t e x t i l e  running in to  them, all 

doubts were allayed. 

As f i na l  in s,iLu cleaning progressed f ingemails  were found near where 

t he  r igh t  hand mst have been, although a l l  t race  of bone had long since 

disappeared. The t ex t i l e ,  when fu l ly  e~posedr proved t o  be in  such a g o d  

state of preservation, except for  loose f r a w n t s  below the  area where the  

standing water was i n i t i a l l y  v i s ib le ,  t h a t  it was r m v e d  by sl iding the  ew 

t i r e  mass on t o  a support. 

Following removal of the  costume from its buria l  place a small pool of 

water which remained beneath it was drained and explored for  any small pieces 

of t e x t i l e  which m y  have remained. None was found, but a t  t h e  bottcm of t he  

pool was a small, roughly made iron lance or dagger no m r e  than 15 cm in  

length. It appears t o  have been pa r t  of the  or iginal  grave furni ture  and rep- 

resents still another case of a del iberate  grave inclusion. Three of t he  f i ve  

bur ia l s  found i n  1986, therefore, contained objects other than those which 

might have been worn by the dead a t  the  time tha t  they e r e  interred. Why 

t h i s  should contrast  so  sharply with the  buria ls  made within t h e  cemetery, 

only a few metres t o  the  south, remins  a mystery. Equally mysterious is the  

f ac t  t h a t  these individuals were not interred in  t he  main cemetery which was 

not only c lose by these 1986 b ~ l r i a l s  but a l so  contained ample unused ground 

for  a nurber of individual interments. 

Preliminary cleaning i n  t he  f i e l d  laboratory allowed the  g a m n t s  t o  be 

separated and ident i f ied (Plate  6) .  The mass ultimately resolved i t s e l f  in to  

a knit ted cap containing human ha i r ,  another mass of the  same material which 

must have been a beard, a long sleeved s h i r t  and jacket o r  overshirt ,  both 

with what I think a r e  called "polo" necks, a t  l e a s t  in &ern parlance. Both 



s h i r t  and jacket a r e  made from rather coarsely wwen wool. The trousersf a l so  

of w ~ l r  a r e  of a much heavier material and appear t o  have been brushed or 

teazledr on the exter ior  surface a t  leastr  which resulted in  an a l m s t  f e l t -  

l i k e  appearance. They a r e  pleated a t  t h e  waist but the  legsr which end a t  the 

kneer a r e  not gathered a s  was the case with a g a m n t  recovered in 1984. From 

the knees down the legs  were covered by socks or leg wrappings which terminate 

i n  a pair  of anklehigh leather shoesr tied a t  the front  with f ine  leather 

ties. 

It  is impossible t o  date  t h i s  costume preciselyr but the  shoes a r e  iden- 

t i c a l  t o  same recovered by Parks Canada divers from a 16th century shipwreck 

i n  Red Bay Harbourr probably the Spanish Basque vessel t he  Jumr and the  

rest of the garments a r e  consistent with what l i t t l e  we know about 16th cen- 

tury working c l a s s  costume. Very l i t t l e r  in factr  is k n m  about the dress  of 

fishermen and whalers from t h i s  period; hence the discovery of a v i r tua l ly  

complete costume represents an important advance in  our reconstruction of day 

t o  day l i f e  of the whalers. 

The costume is naw undergoing analysis and treatment a t  the  Canadian 

Conservation Ins t i tu te .  Fibers and weave w i l l  be andysed and samples of 

f ib re  w i l l  be submitted for  dye analysis. It w i l l  be possible t o  reproduce 

the en t i r e  costume and may be possible t o  reassenble the or iginal  in  a three 

dimensional fashion. 

Ps mentioned abover these f ive  burials  and t he  presumed empty grave cow 

pr i se  a s e r i e s  of features qui te  unlike the burials  contained within the rain 
cemetery a few metres t o  the south. Not only do they appear t o  have been ex- 

cluded from the usual burial  area but three of the f ive  graves 'are unusual in  

themselves. The inclusion of a wooden cross  with an extremely deep burialr  

the keys and other iron objects with the t r i p l e  burialf and the iron lance o r  

dagger with an individual who m y  sinply have been sunk with rocks in  a small 
hollow i n  a peat bog a l l  represent departures from what we have come t o  con- 

s ider  "normal" burial  practices. Clearly there  was something about these men 

which distinguished them from the i r  companions whose graves were found nearby. 

Although it cannot be provedr since the  skeletons a r e  too badly degradedr 

burial  positions and s ty l e s  of dress indicated tha t  they were Europeans. We 

might suspectr therefore! t h a t  something about t h e i r  s t a tus  in l i f e r  o r  per- 



haps the manner in  which they met the i r  deaths, sanehow were responsible for  

the i r  unusual burials. Although it does not lo& particularly promisingr in- 

vestigation of these r a i n s  is still in process and we may yet  be provided 

with an answer t o  t h i s  l a t e s t  mystery. 

Finally, excavations a t  Red Bay were expanded from the islands in  Red 

Bay Harbour t o  the mainland where several promising areas were tested. They 

are  part  of an extensive occupation in  the southeastern par t  of the c o m n i t y  

which has long been favoured by local f i s h e m n  for placerrent of stages and 

stores. Deep water l i e s  only a few metres offshore and the area is s h e l t e r d  

from all winds. These same at tr ibutes made the area a t t rac t ive  t o  the 16th 

century whalers. In fact1 t h i s  area may have been the prime location for the 

whaling operations. Parks Canada divers have found two shipwrecks in the area 

an6 roof tiles and other evidence of 16th century ac t iv i t ies  a r e  found a l o q  

more than 200 m of shoreline. Our brief excavations revealed m a t  appears t o  

be the refuse from an area used partly for domestic purposes -- cermics,  
ccs'c ' 7 

glassr and so forth were c o m n  -- and which, on the strength of a single 

auger or gimlet and the s i t e ' s  location overlooking a tryworks, may have been 

a cooperage. 

Several areas along the shore a r e  now waterlogged, and appear t o  have 

been during the Basque occupationr hence we anticipate tha t  further excava- 

tions w i l l  reveal organic materials tha t  should add significantly t o  the grow- 

ing picture of l i f e  and working 16th century Labrador. 
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Plate 2: Reconstruction of the frame of a tryworks a t  Saddle Island 

West. Posts have been placed in  the original post molds and 

conjectural roof t in te r s  added. The ver t ica l  &rs a r e  

not a s  high a s  the originals. In the l e f t  foreground can be 

seen scattered Recent Indian hearths, same contemporaneous 

with the Basque occupation. 





Plate  3: Recent Indian art i facts  from Saddle Island West: upper row, 

project i le  points; middle left, flake scrapers; middle 

right, bipolar core and linear flakes; bottan row, bifaces. 

Photo by Jack Martin, ETV, Memorial University. 





Plate 4: Middle Dorset E s k i m  a r t i f a c t s  from Saddle Island, Area M: 

upper row, harpoon endblades and sidenotched knife; 

second row, endscrapers; third row, prismatic blades, base 

of polished s l a t e  lance (?I , and two polished s l a t e  tools  

of unkncrwn function; bottcm row, soapstone bowl or  lamp 

sherd with chipped stone "butterfly" repair, microblade 

core. Photo by Jack Martin, ETVI Memorial University. 





Plate  5: Detail of Burial 57. Clearly vis ible  on the chest of the 

nearly completely decayed skeleton is a large wooden cross. 

What appear t o  be braided ties, perhaps for  a cloak upon 

which the skeleton appears t o  be resting, a r e  fa in t ly  

v is ib le  on ei ther  side of the cross. 





Plate  6: Costume preserved with Burial  59. Vis ible  are kni t ted  cap 

and human ha i r ,  outer  jacket ins ide  of which is a s h i r t  of 

similar construction,  heavy knee-length breeches, socks o r  

leg wrappings, and l ea ther  shoes. Photo by Jerimy Powellr 

Canadian Conservation In s t i t u t e .  






