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Geoarchaeology, as a
subdiscipline of
archaeology, has great
potential for
increasing our
understanding of the
dynamic relationships
between landscape
evolution, biotic
change, and
prehistoric humans in
the Northern Rockies

and adjacent regions.
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Geoarchaeology in the Northern
Rockies: Earth Science and
the Human Past

Some of the major questions asked by
archaeologists revolve around the timing of the first
people to inhabit the Americas and the relationships
between prehistoric human groups and
environmental change. One useful approach that
may help answer these kinds of questions involves
using an earth science, or geoarchaeological,
approach.

There is strong evidence for human populations
living in North America by the end of the Ice Age.
Artifacts made by humans have been found with
animals that went extinct at the end of the Ice Age,
like the mammoth. Radiocarbon dating has
demonstrated that these discoveries date to around
13,000 years ago. Interdisciplinary studies using a
geoarchaeological approach can help to determine if
prehistoric humans inhabited the region before the
end of the Ice Age, as well as clarify the
interconnections between Ice Age and more modern-
day landscapes and biotic communities.

For example, in Centennial Valley, just north of
the Idaho border in
southwest Montana, fossils
of mammoth, camel, and
other prehistoric Ice Age
fossils have been
discovered in ancient
swamp, river, and lake
deposits. They provide a
picture of this region
before 20,000 years ago.
So far, interdisciplinary
geoarchaeological studies
have not found evidence
for prehistoric humans in
sediments of this age.
However, if we are to test
the theory that people were
present here during a
significant portion of the
Ice Age, more studies like
this need to be undertaken.

Caves are another place where evidence of the
Ice Age world can be found. For instance, working
at Blacktail Cave, situated near the continental
divide in the Rocky Mountains of Montana, Dr.
Chris Hill has excavated deposits containing many
fossils of small mammals. These cave deposits range
in age from older than 40,000 years ago to about
10,000 years ago. The younger deposits in the cave
date to near the end of the Ice Age and contain
artifacts.

Layers of volecanic ash found in the region are
geologic time markers of significant value to
archaeologists. The Glacier Peak volcanic ash, for
example, was deposited near the time of the
extinction of the mammoths and the first strong
evidence for prehistoric humans in the region.
Researchers know that any fossils or artifacts found
below this layer must date to the Ice Age.

Geoarchaeology, as a subdiscipline of
archaeology, has great potential for increasing our
understanding of the dynamic relationships between
landscape evolution, biotic change, and prehistoric
humans in the Northern Rockies and adjacent
regions.

Excavations at Blacktail Cave.






