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Archaeological Evidence of Elk
in the Columbia Basin

Abstract

Tmdirion2lly, elk havc been considered absenr fr()n rhe Colunlbia Basin of easrern \*ashington dur,
lng post giecial time. H()$'ever, elk have frcquenrlv bccn idenriticd in faunal fenrrins associarecl wirh
columbia Basin nrchaeologicar sires rcirfesenring exrly human cultlues in this xfea rrlk rcmeins have
bcen associatcd widl nlosdr sreppe faunas, suggesting elk werc ar teasr scasonal rcsi.lenls oI thc Co
lumbia Brsin c lur ing the lesr  10,000 _\Jears

Introduction

It has commonly been 2ssumed that the Nortlt American eIk (Ceruus elapbus) d,rd
not occupy the Columbia Basin of eastern \trashington ancl north_central Oregon
in post glacial t imes. Bailey (1936) nored the absence ofelk in rhe Columbia B;sin
or Oregon, an area that apparcntly separated the Rocky Mountain elk (C.. e. nelsoni\
of t lre Blue Mountains from rhc Roosevcltelk(c' e. R()oseuelti) ofwestern Oregon.
Dalquest (19,18) believed elk e/ere poorly suirecl for l i fe on rhe Columbia plateau
of eastern Washingron, and that elk were probably never abur]dant anywnere lll
eastern \trashir.rgr()n. Mruie (1951) similarly rhou€jht that clk had never occupied
the piains of the Columbia nor physiographically similar areas of southern Idaho
and eastern Orellon. Bryant and Maser (1982) also noted the abscnce of elk in the
Coluflbia Basin and othcr. areas of eastern \(/ashinsron.

These accounts of the apparent atrsence of elk from cestern Washinston it. l
general and the Columbia Basin in particular were based primarily up()n thc s ritings
of eady explofers and settlers. During the late 1goo,sandearly 1900,s many wildlife
populations were at low levels throulahout the western United States (Trefethen
1975), and an asscssment of tl.te original clistribution ofelk basecl upon tl.rese sourccs
must be considered suspcct. Inclcecl, not or]ly elk were recorcled as :rbscnt from
this region, but bison (Br'5-ol? blson) and prongho tr (Antiloc1tpra americana)were
also thought to have bcen absent fr()m eastern Washington (Dalqucst 1948).
However, both of these species are now kr]own to have occurrcd therc prior to
the settlement period (Osborne 1951). With the occurrence in recent historic?l
time of elk in the Colur]]bia Basin (payne et at. 1975, Rickard e/ at. 1977), the
hypothesized absence of elk from this region should be rc evaluated.

This p?per revie$'s the archaeologicai evidence for the occurrencc of elk in
the Columbia Basin. Lar€jc amounts of animal skcletal material haye been concen
trated at sites associated with c2rly human cultures in this area (Gustafson l!72).
One limitation in a review such as this is the fact that earl_v investig:rrions were
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concerneci mainlv \\"ith cultural artifacts, ancl t-aunal remains often lacked systematic
trextment (Gusl2fson 1972, Lyr.t.I211 and Livinllston 1983). lteccnt works h:rve at-
temptecl to rectif] '  this situation (C;ustaf.son 1972, Kcnnecly 1976, Lyman and Liv-
ingston 1983), :rnd akrng s'ith earlier works that include.l faunal analyses, con-
stitute the primary s()urces fof this papcr.

Columbia Basin Environment

Thc pre sent climate of the Columbia Ilesin is "rid \\, ' idt wam] to hot suml]]crsi : lnd
cool winters (Franklin :lnd Dyrness 1973). The principal vegetation lypcs at pres-

ent are shrub-steppe comlrunities ciominatecl by Artenisia tln(l Agropyron, itl..d

€jrass coinmunities dominetcd by,,lgrapJryon TraI Festucd (D2ubenmire 1970). The
post giacial environmcnt r\''asi hon'ever, ntarkcd by climatic \'?{iZtion and associated
changcs in vegetation. The earlv post glacial environmcnt of the Columbi2 Basin
(10,(XD 7,500 -vears B.P.) is believed to h:rve been a pcriod of cooler and more

moist climate lhan th(: present, follo$'cd by a period (7,000'i,500 years B.P.)

characterized by warmer and drier conditions than the present. An increuse in

moisture and clecrc.rsc in temperature secms to have occurred about'1,500 years

aga), and led to moclcrn conditions in lhe Colunbia Basin (Antevs 1955, Daugher-
ty l9i6). Changes in veget"tion in respolrse to thcse cllratic shifts probably oc-

curred; howcver, recent evidencc sull l lests that this region has t. lot supported cx

tensi\.e forest vcgctation in post glacial t imes (Gustafson 1972, Mack et al. 1916,
L-vman encl Livingston 1983). Pollen spcctra representing the last 9,000 vears in
the Columbia Basin heve been shown to resemblc modern pollen spectra, sug
gestin€l e principally steppe likc cnvironmellt (Mack .'/ l7i 1976). The prepondcrance

of steppe fauna skeletal nraterial t iruncl at most of thc arcllaeological sites i l l  thc

Columbia Brsin also suggests primaril,v steppe vegetation tor this region during
post l l lacial t ines (Gustafson 1972, L,vm2n and Livingston l9B3).

Archaeological Becord

EIk {enains have been recovcrecl from Nlarmes llockshelter near the mouth of
the Palouse River in Fr?nklin County, N/ashington (Figure 1). In 7,500 10,000 year-

olcl strat" the rem:rins ol ?rt le ast 5 elk were found associate d witll the remains of

.leet (()docoileus spp.) ancl pronghorn (Gustafson 1972). Elk constitutecl 12.2 per

ce nt of the Iarge mammals positively idcntif ie cl at the site, and wcre evidellt ly an
imp(xtaot soufce of fbod tl)r the ea.ly occupants of the site. In 6,7(D 7, i00 l.ear-
olcl strata clk represenled ovcr 16 percent of the large malll l l ]?ls lecovcrcd. The
proportion of clk in ialentifiable lzrge mammal remdns decrexsccl to appror.imately
6.5 percent in,1,000 6,700 year old occupational str,rta. The rcmains ofpronghorn
were nlost ?bunclant in these stratu fbllowed bv cleer and elk (Gustatson 1972,

Kcnnccly 1976). Elk remains h 600 ,1,000 ,vear old strata were less zbundant thar
in e2rlicr strat:r; ho\\.ever, lhc-v sti l l  comprised about 2 percellt of the lar€ic nam
mal remains.

The Colcl Springs site (McNary Sites in Fil lure l), loc.rtcd near tl le NIcNan'l lescr
voir, $'as occupie.l 5,000 7,000 years B.P. by peoplc that aPparentll '  felied upon
fishir.rg. hunting, ancl gathering in orclcr of inportance (Shlncr 195'1). The largc

rnamm:rl remains re covcred at this site $ e re mainly those of de e r, clk, anal moun-
tain shccp (Ouis canddensis), although relative quantit ies \vere l lot reportcd.
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Figure 1. Location of sites mentioned in the text.

The Tucannon site (Figure 1), occupied approximz:tely 2,5OO 4,000 yeafs 8.p.,
contained the femains ofpronghorn, deer, and elk in orcler ofabundance (Nelson
et al. 1968, Kennedy 1976). Elk comprised approximately 1O percent of the large
mammal remains recovered. Elk remains while not quantified were also noted at
!trenas Creek, a 1,0004,000 year old sire near the present city of yakima,
\trashingron (Figure 1) (Warren 1968). This site is near the east slope of the
Srashington Cascades where the occurr€nce of elk pfior to histotical introduc
tions has been quesrioned (pautzke et al. 7939, Dalquest 1948, Bryant and Maser
1982).

Elk remains, including teeth, mandible fragments, and a variety ofpost_cranial
elements, were fai y abundant at the Harder site along the lowet Snake River
(Figure 1) (Kenaston 1966). This sjre was probably occupied berween 87 and 6g7
A.D. by people that depended heavily upon hunring bison and elk.

Gunkel (1961) reported on elk remains from 2 sires in rhe Rocky Reach Reser_
v_oir region. At rhe 300-2,000 year-old Entiat site (Figure 1) the remains of deer,
elk, and mountain sheep were identified. Elk remains, including a molariform tooth,
were also recovered from the Orondo Rockshelrer (Figure 1), a site occupied about
2,000 years ago (cunkel 1961).
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Collier et al. (L)42) excavated a number of sites in the upper Columbia region
between Grand Coulee Dam and the Canadian border (Upper Columbia Sites in
Figure 1). These sites, occupied about 200 300 years ago, contained an unspecified
number of elk bones, and several elk hides. Additionally, many elk teeth were
recovered, and essentially all of them (222 of 223) were found at the southern-
most sites near Grand Coulee Dam.

Osborne (1957) reported on 3 other excavations in the vicinity of the McNary
Reservoir (McNary Sites in Figure 1) that were apparently used up to historic times.
A culture dependent upon hunting deer and elk, fishing, and gathering was sug-
gested by artifacts and faunal remains found at site 45 BN 53 (Shiner 1954, Osborne
1957). Elk remains at Berrian's Island, another recent site in the McNary region,
used both for habitation and burials, included antler digging-stick tools, l0 elk
canines, 1 elk incisor, and some long bones (Shiner 1954, Osborne 1957). At the
'wallula 

site, which was contemporaneous with Berrian's Island, elk bones were
reported as numerous, and elk antler wedges were also fairly common (Shiner
1954).

Elk appear to have been used by early inhabitants of the Columbia Basin dur-
ing all of the major climatic periods spanning approximately 10,000 years (Table
1). Table 1 includes sites where only a few elk remains were found which pro-
vides further support for the hypothesis that elk have inhabited the Columbia Basin
in the past.

TABLE i. Summary of elk remains from Columbia Basin archaeological sites shown in Fig. 1.

Si te Age (yrs. B.P.) Comments Reference

Marmes Rockshelter
Lincl Coulee
Marmes Rockshelter
Cold Springs'
Marnes Rockshelter
Cedar Cave
Tucannon Site
Wenas Creek
Marm€s Rockshelter
Harder Site
Entiat
Orondo Rockshelter
Upper Col mbia Sites
, i5-BN-531

Beffian s Islandr
Wallula Sit€'

7500 10000
8000-9000
6700 7500
5000 7000
4000-6700

4000
2500 4000
r 000 4000
600 4000
1000-2000
300-2000

2000
200 300

2000 rec€nt
2000-recent
200O recent

numetous Dones
I elk vertebra

numerous bones
bones

numerous bones
elk hair

numerous bones
Dones

mlmerous bones
numerous bones

bones
bones, tooth

bones, teeth, hides
Dooes

numcrous bones

Gustafson (1972)
Daugherty (1956)
Gustafson (1972)

Shiner (1954)
Gustaf.lon (i972)
Swanson (1956)

Nelson er dl. (1968)
Warreo (1968)

Gustafson (1972)
K€naston (1966)

cunkel (1961)
cunkcl ( i961)

Coll\et et al. (1942)
Osborne (1957)
Osborne (1957)
Osborne (1957)

'McNary Sites in !'igure l

Discussion

Marmes Rockshelter, one of few sites with strata representing all major climatic
periods, has been used to infer changes in relative abundance of elk as related
to climate (Gustafson 1972, Kennedy 1976). Both the overall proportion of elk
remains, and the proportion of elk relative to pronghorn declined about 6,700
years ago (Gustafson 1972, Kennedy 1976). These phenomena corlelate with the
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lrvpothesized pcriod of increased ariditv in thc Columbie Basin beginning about
7,000 vears ago (Anrevs 1955, Gustallson 1972, Kenncd]' 1976).

The inejor problem \\'idt ir.rrerprcting the archacological data concerns whether
the elk skeletal ntateri:rl is indicativc of t lte occlrrrencc of elk in the vicinitv of
the occupational sites or whether it may have been cxrried in fron surrounding
forested regions. The prepondcrance of steppe fauna founcl at ncarly all Coltrmbia
Basin sites studiecl suggests a cultur.al reliance upon local spccies (Gusttf.son 1972,
Lvman anci Livirrgston t98l). Elk remains have gcnerally bccn associatecl with those
of deer, bison, pronghorn, and sometinrcs mouDtain sheep (Osbome 1957, Gunkel
1961, Gustaf'.son 1972, L,vntan ancl Livingstol.l l9B3), Specics which coulal have
bccn obtaincd in thc Columbia l l:rsin. Fe$, spccies reprcsenting nlore ntesic,
i(xested regions ltave been idcntif ieci at these sitcs. It s,,ould seem unlikelv that
prehistoric people would travel great clistances to l.runt clk s,.ithout also bringil. lg
back cvidence of other species. I-ong hunting treks also seem unlikely s,hen local
gall]e could be obtained. Thc presencc of cranial bones, distal lon€i boncs,
vertcbrae, and bones of the feet ar many sites l ike\1,isc argues ag..rinst k)n€l distancc
transport of clk carcasscs, .rs tltesc elements probablv were not cafrieal t-ar (Osbo.nc
195J, Gustalson 1972). As previously noted, Coll ier et al. (19,12) reportcd on Co
lumbia River sites frorl Grand Coulee Dam r]orth to the Canadialt border, yet clk
tceth ancl hides s'cre more common in sites in the Columbia Basur Lnan ar more
northcrly sites where extcnsive foresr vegetation s,.as present.

The hvpodtcsis that elk s,'erc not prescnt in tlte Columbia Basin is not sup
portcd b). the archaeological fecord. Vhilc no real measure of abunclance can bc
made, the frequency of elk renains in Columbia Basin archaeoiogical sites su€a
gests e lk were fairly comntor] in this region (Gustafson 1972). It is r. lot known if
elk wcre ,vear round resiclents of the region. but thev were at least scasonally
available to carlJ. ltunters. Thc presencc of elk cannot sirrpl,v be attributeal to the
occurrencc of a clifferent environnlcnt f iom thc present, as elk were apparentllr
present in bofh mesic and xeric steppes in the past. lt is intefesting to note th2t
$'ith the incrcase ofelk in forestcd regions near thc Colnrnbia Basin in recent t ime.
elk have beglln to colonize :rrcas of the basir.l $,hcre ? vestiEle of origin:rl vegct:r_
tion sfi l l  exists (Rickard.' l  al. 1977).
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