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Human occupation in what is now Alberta 
spans over 13,000 years (Ives 2006). During 

the 2010 fi eld school at Ahai Mneh run by the 
Institute of  Prairie Archaeology at the Univer-
sity of  Alberta (see Rawluk et al., this volume),  a 
number of  projectile points were found showing 
evidence of  occupation from the earliest stages 
of  human colonization of  the Northern Plains. 
Situated on a high hilltop, the site was identifi ed 
as a likely area for Early Prehistoric activity based 
on research at similar settings in central Alberta 
(John W. Ives, pers. comm.). This was reinforced 
by the fi nd of  a fragmentary projectile point 
in previous work at the site in 2008, identifi ed 
as Early Prehistoric in origin (Soucey, Ball, and 
Boscher 2009, 60). 

The Early Prehistoric was a dynamic time 
period marked by drastic environmental and cul-
tural change. Few traces of  the cultural changes 
are preserved, with the most notable exceptions 
being diagnostic projectile points. Several points 
from the 2008 and 2010 excavations at Ahai 
Mneh compare favourably with points found at 
two other important sites in Alberta recognized 
for their Early Prehistoric occupations: Lake 
Minnewanka and Sibbald Creek. In particular, 
projectile points diagnostic of  the Agate Basin/
Hell Gap phase and possibly Sibbald phase or 
Lusk complex are present, indicating repeated 
Early Prehistoric occupation at Ahai Mneh.
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THE EARLY PREHISTORIC: A REVIEW

Alberta’s prehistoric past is generally di-
vided into three different time periods based on 
changes in projectile point styles and assumed 
correlations with technology (Byrne 1973; For-
bis 1982; Mulloy 1958; Peck 2011; Reeves 1969, 
1983; Vickers 1986, 10). Although archaeological 
units include diverse toolkits with lithic materials 
being most commonly preserved, the difference 
between these cultural units is easiest understood 
through changes in projectile point morphology. 
The Early Prehistoric, ca. 11,050 to 8,600 BP 
(Peck 2011, 23), is characterized by large lanceo-
late points which are believed to have been hafted 
to large thrusting spears. The Middle Prehistoric, 
ca. 7,500 to 1,500 BP (Peck 2011, 119), featured 
medium-sized, notched points indicative of  the 
adoption of  atlatl technology.  In the Late Prehis-
toric, ca. 1,350 to 250 BP (Peck 2011, 335), small 
side-notched points show a technological shift to 
the bow and arrow. These broad periods can be 
further subdivided: when an archaeological unit 
features traits that can be distinguished from 
other units it is classifi ed as a phase (Peck 2011, 6; 
Reeves 1983, 39). If  an assemblage’s relationship 
to preceding and subsequent phases is unclear, 
it is classifi ed as a complex (Peck 2011, 6; Reeves 
1969, 13). Recognized phases and complexes of  
the Early Prehistoric period in Alberta include 
Clovis, Folsom, Sibbald, Agate Basin/Hell Gap, 
Alberta, and Scottsbluff-Eden (Peck 2011).  
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Early Prehistoric environment

After the Laurentide and Cordilleran ice 
masses retreated in the terminal Pleistocene, 
a rapid warming trend between 11,300-11,200 
BP saw arboreal vegetation quickly become es-
tablished over central Alberta. This pattern of  
warming continued into the early Holocene, and 
new vegetation regimes continued to develop 
(Schweger, Habgood, and Hickman 1981, 58). 
These rapidly changing environmental condi-
tions saw the demise of  Pleistocene megafauna 
such as mammoth (Mammuthus sp.), Yesterday’s 
camel (Camelops hesternus), and North American 
horse (Equus sp.) by the end of  Clovis times, ca. 
10,800 BP (Guthrie 2006). More familiar species 
such as bison (Bison sp.), sheep (Ovis sp.), caribou 
(Rangifer tarandus), and elk (Cervus elaphus) per-
sisted through the remainder of  the Holocene 
(Wilson 1983, 204) with bison becoming the 
dominant species on the Plains. Although com-
monly associated with megafauna, Early Prehis-

toric peoples can better be understood as hunters 
and gatherers establishing familiar lifeways that 
would endure for the next 10,000 years.

EARLY PREHISTORIC POINTS AT AHAI MNEH

Based on their morphological attributes, 
six projectile points at FiPp-33 can tentatively be 
identifi ed as Early Prehistoric in origin (Figure 1). 
The fi rst such projectile point, FiPp-33:4114, was 
found during the 2008 excavation by Altamira 
Consulting Ltd. (Soucey, Ball, and Boscher 2009). 
Soucey and colleagues (2009, 60) reported it as a 
straight-stemmed lanceolate point with rounded 
corners. They interpreted it as the base of  an Ag-
ate Basin/Hell Gap spear point1. This was the 
sole artifact representative of  the Early Prehis-
toric in their excavations. Peck (2011, 55) dates 
the Agate Basin/Hell Gap complex from 10,200 
to 9,600 BP. 

This tantalizing fi nd was corroborated by 
the discovery of  several additional artifacts dur-
ing the 2010 fi eld school excavations. Five addi-

Figure 1: Early Prehistoric projectile 
points from Ahai Mneh (FiPp-33); 
actual size FiPp-33:10348FiPp-33:7539

FiPp-33:7537 FiPp-33:7538FiPp-33:4114

FiPp-33:7702

1  Following Frison (1993, 243) and Peck (2011, 55), the long and narrow Agate Basin point and shouldered Hell Gap 
point show no difference in functional purpose. Given their strong temporal and spatial correlation, they are treated 
as a single cultural unit.
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tional points appear to be from the Early Pre-
historic, four of  them fragmentary. These were 
found both on the top of  the hill and in the swale 
where separate excavation areas were placed (see 
Rawluk et al., this volume, fi g. 1). 

Artifact FiPp-33:7537 was found 22.5 cm 
below surface in Unit 51; it is a complete Agate 
Basin/Hell Gap projectile point made of  grey 
quartzite. The tip is rounded; blade edges are 
excurvate. The shoulders are rounded and high 
on the blade margin. The left and right proximal 
margins are rounded; the basal margin is straight. 
The projectile point is biconvex in cross section. 
Flaking appears to be irregular, though this is 
diffi cult to determine given the coarse material. 
The base and proximal lateral margins show evi-
dence of  grinding. The shouldered appearance is 
likely due to resharpening of  the tip, commonly 
executed with little regard for the point’s original 
shape (Frison and Stanford 1982, 80).

FiPp-33:7538 is a projectile point base 
found in Unit 50, also at a depth of  21.5 cm 
below surface. It also appears to be Agate Ba-
sin/Hell Gap in origin, and is made of  the same 
mottled brownish red and white porcellanite as 
the base found in the 2008 excavations (Soucey, 
Ball, and Boscher 2009, 60). Its lateral margins 
are slightly excurvate, terminating with a snap 
fracture midway down the blade. The margins 
contract towards the base. The basal margin is 
straight and does not show evidence of  grind-
ing. Flaking on the dorsal side is irregular, but 
the ventral side features more regular patterned 
retouch. Several similar basally contracting stems 
were found at the Agate Basin site (Frison and 
Stanford 1982, fi g. 2.54).

FiPp-33:7539 is more enigmatic in style. 
Recovered from 18 cm below surface in Unit 
53, it is a small grey quartzite fragment repre-
senting the base of  a stemmed projectile point. 
The straight lateral margins contract towards the 
base, while the basal margin is concave. Although 
fl aking is hard to distinguish given its size and 
coarseness, it features pronounced basal thinning 
scars on both its dorsal and ventral faces, which 
may be step-fractured fl utes. Fluting is a very dis-
tinctive practice typical of  the Clovis and Folsom 

phases, the earliest periods of  human occupation 
in Alberta. Another fl uted variant has been rec-
ognized in Alberta featuring stubby points with 
multiple fl utes or basal thinning scars (Gryba 
1983; Wormington and Forbis 1965, 86); these 
are associated with the Sibbald phase, ca. 10,500 
BP (Peck 2011, 47), and are discussed in greater 
detail below. Identifi cation as Sibbald is prob-
lematic given the piece’s stratigraphic association 
with deposits slightly above the Agate Basin/Hell 
Gap materials, and it may be representative of  a 
later occupation (see Rawluk at al, this volume). 
In this case, another candidate cultural affi liation 
is a “poorly understood set of  material” featur-
ing basally concave lanceolate points and dating 
from ca. 8,300 to 7,500 BP, identifi ed as the Lusk 
complex (Peck 2011:108). As with Agate Basin/
Hell Gap, basal thinning or fl uting is not reported 
for Lusk specimens. 

FiPp-33:7702 is the blade of  a short lan-
ceolate projectile point, possibly Agate Basin/
Hell Gap, made of  dark grey siltstone. The tip 
is sharply pointed; blade edges are slightly excur-
vate. The shoulders are rounded and high on the 
blade margin. The base is broken, with the proxi-
mal end being irregularly fractured. Contraction 
of  the stem towards the base remains evident. 
Flaking on both faces is irregular. The piece’s 
size, high shoulders and blade shape are mark-
edly similar to FiPp-33:7537, again likely due to 
resharpening. 

Finally, FiPp-33:10348 is the basal portion 
of  a short lanceolate projectile point made of  
light grey quartzite; much of  the blade appears 
to be intact, but the tip is absent. Provenience 
for this piece is uncertain; it was found in the 
screen material of  Unit 54, Level 4, approxi-
mately 15-20 cm below surface. Blade margins 
are excurvate and very irregularly fl aked; this 
may be due to the poor quality of  the material 
– several step fractures are evident – or the piece 
may have broken during manufacture and was 
left unfi nished. Proximal margins are obtusely 
angled; slight basal contraction is evident. The 
basal margin is concave, and step-fractured basal 
thinning fl akes, possibly representing attempts 
at fl uting, have been removed from both faces. 
Like FiPp-33:7539, the cultural affi liation of  this 
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piece is enigmatic, but its stubby lanceolate form, 
basal concavity and possible attempts at fl uting 
are characteristic of  the Early Prehistoric. Can-
didate cultural affi liations include both Sibbald 
phase and Lusk complex. Although recovered as 
a screen fi nd, the depth from which it was recov-
ered, above the Agate Basin/Hell Gap materials, 
suggests that the latter, terminal Early Prehistoric 
assessment is more likely correct. 

DISCUSSION

Very few excavated archaeological sites in 
Alberta have produced Early Prehistoric points 
from a reliable stratigraphic context (Bend-
ers 2010, 19-24; Peck 2011). Two key sites, the 
Lake Minnewanka site near Banff  (Landals 2008) 
and the Sibbald Creek site southwest of  Calgary 
(Gryba 1983), provide particularly valuable illus-
trative material with which to compare the Ahai 
Mneh assemblage.

Lake Minnewanka

At Lake Minnewanka, Landals’s multi-year 
excavations revealed 26 distinct occupations, in-

cluding eight well defi ned, well stratifi ed occu-
pation fl oors dating between 10,800 and 10,000 
BP (Landals 2008, iii); each excavation area was 
identifi ed as an operation (Landals 2008, 108). A 
basally concave and thinned projectile point base 
recovered from Operation 17, Occupation 8 at 
Lake Minnewanka was suggested by Landals 
(2008, 143) to be Clovis, Folsom or Goshen, a 
Clovis-contemporary point style; uncertainty of  
affi liation is due to the fragmentary state of  the 
artifact. This fragment shares several affi nities 
with FiPp-33:7539 and FiPp-33:10348, including 
basal concavity and multiple basal thinning scars 
that could be representative of  fl utes. However, 
the Lake Minnewanka specimen has a fi sh-tailed 
rather than basally constricted form. No radio-
carbon dates were obtained for this occupation 
due to old carbon contamination (Landals 2008, 
143).

Another projectile point found by Landals 
(2008, 163; Figure 3) was identifi ed as Hell Gap, a 
conclusion based on comparison to similar fi nd-
ings from the nearby Eclipse Site (Fedje 1986, 
1988). This point resembles the Agate Basin/
Hell Gap points from Ahai Mneh, FiPp-33:7537, 
7538, and 7702. Landals (2008, 163) notes heavy 
grinding to the lateral edges of  this point’s stem 
and reworking of  the blade to give it a shoul-
dered appearance. The specimen was recovered 
from Operation 18, Occupation 2/3, from which 
a bison horn core yielded an AMS date of  9990 ± 
50 BP (Beta 122723; Landals 2008, 160).

Figure 2: Basally concave, possibly fl uted point 
from Lake Minnewanka site (artifact 349R22C8:2; 
Landals 2008, fi g. 27); actual size

Figure 3: Hell Gap point from 
Lake Minnewanka site (ar-
tifact 349R18E2:1; Landals 
2008, fi g. 32); actual size
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Sibbald Creek

The Sibbald Creek site was excavated by 
Eugene Gryba in 1980 and consisted of  between 
10 and 12 different cultural components (Gryba 
1983, 122). The site is located on a knoll in the 
Jumpingpound Creek drainage west of  Calgary 
in the southern Alberta foothills. It was the fi rst 
site in Alberta to yield in situ fl uted points. Gryba 
noted that “this site contained the refuse of  suc-
cessive occupation events which commenced at 
the time of  the Fluted Point Tradition [Early Pre-
historic] and continued without any major inter-
ruptions for an estimated 11,000 years” (Gryba 
1983, ii).  

There were three radiocarbon dates ob-
tained from the Sibbald Creek site. They were 
obtained from organic particles removed from 
arbitrary 5 cm layers in the lower half  of  the 
deposits, and were found to support the typol-
ogy of  the projectile points and stratigraphic 
evidence (Gryba 1983, 122). Gryba excavated 
to a depth of  60 cm, by which cultural materi-
als were exhausted (Gryba 1983, 37). The dates 
that were collected were 5,850 ± 190 BP, 7,645 ± 

260 BP, and 9,570 ± 320 BP (Gryba 1983, 122). 
There were some issues with the latter date—the 
lab reported that their counting device had to be 
replaced a couple days after the date was made—
but since the sample was taken from the 35-40 
cm layer, it did not seem unreasonable to him 
(Gryba 1983, 123).

There were many projectile points found 
at Sibbald Creek; among those relevant to our 
discussion are four Agate Basin points that were 
found in the 35-40 cm layer, all made of  silt-
stone, with rounded bases and expanding blades, 
and of  poor manufacture (Gryba 1983, 65). Cat. 
No. 5922, the base of  a basally constricted Ag-
ate Basin point, is of  particular interest for its re-
semblance to FiPp-33:7538 (Figure 4, e). Like the 
point bases found at the Agate Basin site (Frison 
and Stanford 1982), these points have constrict-
ed bases with narrow, rounded basal margins. As 
can be seen in Figure 4, several other Agate Basin 
points from the Sibbald Creek site show a strong 
similarity to the Agate Basin/Hell Gap points 
from Ahai Mneh.

There were also two fl uted points found 

Figure 4: Early Prehistoric points found at Sibbald Creek (Gryba 1983, fi g. 28)



40

DIVERSIPEDE VOL. 1, NO. 1, 2011

in situ at the Sibbald Creek site in the deeper, 
undated 40-45cm layer (Gryba 1983, 64). Two 
specimens were stubby and basally thinned, with 
multiple fl utes on both faces (Gryba 1983, 67; 
Figure 4, a and b). In addition to their basal con-
cavity and multiple basal thinning or fl uting scars, 
they show no evidence of  grinding (Gryba 1983, 
67), and are roughly similar to the basally con-
cave, possibly fl uted points at Ahai Mneh, FiPp-
33:7539 and FiPp-33:10348.

Gryba (1983, 67) felt that the broad, V-
shaped bases of  these points are very similar to 
Clovis points. Peck (2011, 47) has called these 
short, stubby points that are often fl uted or have 
basal grinding Sibbald phase points; he dates 
them to ca. 10,500 BP based on their similarity 
to previously dated fi nds from Charlie Lake Cave 
in British Columbia (Fladmark, Driver, and Alex-
ander 1988, 375) and the Twin Pines (Ronaghan 
1993, 89) and Vermillion Lakes (Fedje 1986, 36) 
sites in the Alberta Rockies.

It must be recognized, however, that these 
Sibbald phase points do not feature the same 
contraction towards the base as the Ahai Mneh 
pieces. Figure 4, g, from the Sibbald Creek site 
also bears some similarity, with an expanding 
stem and basally concave shape. In an unpub-
lished consultants’ report on excavations at site 
EgPn-428, Vivian and Reeves (1999, quoted in 
Peck 2011:109) pointed to Sibbald Creek as evi-
dencing Lusk complex occupation.

CONCLUSION

The discovery of  multiple Agate Basin/Hell 
Gap points reinforces Soucey and colleagues’ 
(2009) tentative identifi cation of  an Early Prehis-
toric component at Ahai Mneh. Analysis of  the 
2010 materials has shown that there may in fact 
have been multiple occupations during this early 
period. When compared to points found at sev-
eral other sites in Alberta, direct morphological 
similarities can be observed, particularly for the 
Agate Basin/Hell Gap points. Unfortunately, the 
basally concave, possibly fl uted specimens from 
Ahai Mneh are fragmentary and of  poor quality 
material, making reliable identifi cation diffi cult. 
However, the Lake Minnewanka and Sibbald 
Creek sites produced specimens that are com-

parable. Whether representative of  the Sibbald 
phase or Lusk complex, further excavation at 
Ahai Mneh may yield more insight into the pres-
ence of  a cultural occupation about which very 
little is presently known.
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