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Juan Island National Historical Park — English Camp,
referred to as Operation D (OpD). This area is a large
shell midden preserved in a forested area near the shore
of Garrison Bay, adjacent to glaciated upland, and
composed of obvious geometric, topographic ridges.
OpD was primarily excavated in 1988, 1990, and 1991.
Material was processed over the next 10 years, and
analyzed in the last 20. Most of the people studying the
collections never excavated the site. They did, however,
visit the location numerous times, and discussed the
results in classes, retreats, and over beverages. This book
is an assemblage of those people’s hard work, creative
minds, and considerable assistance. We thank all of our
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both OpA and OpD were excavated simultaneously)
was Meg Nelson, Mary Parr, and Fran (Whittaker) Ham-
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Kim Kornbacher, Mary Parr, Eric Rasmussen, Patty
Rasmussen, and Kris Wilhelmsen. In 1991, they were
Martha Jackson, John Kendra, Kim Kornbacher, Sarah
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described in this volume to be completed.
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Introduction

Amanda K. Taylor
and Julie K. Stein

This chapter provides context for archaeological investigations at OpD, English Camp, San Juan Island, Washington. As shown in
the photograph above, the site is characterized by a horseshoe-shaped shell midden in a forested area approximately 20 meters northwest
of the modern shoreline. The research goal of this volume is to assess whether OpD should be interpreted as a domestic structure using
multiple material types and perspectives. In this introduction, we describe previous research on house sites in the Gulf of Georgia and

summarize the chapters in this volume.

Houses are essential to understanding social phe-
nomena on the Northwest Coast. Differences in
house size are associated with differences in political
power and social inequality; the appearance of large
villages is associated with sedentism and population
growth. The layout of hearths, benches, and walls
provide clues about the daily activities of the people
who lived in the houses (e.g., Grier 2001; Matson et
al. 2003; Sobel et al. 2006). Our volume asks a more
basic question about prehistoric houses in the Gulf
of Georgia. In the absence of preserved wooden ar-
chitectural features, how do archaeologists recognize
house structures in complex shell midden deposits?
Further, how do they determine what is inside and
what is outside the house, and how to evaluate those
distinctions? As noted by Schaepe (2003) and Moss
and Erlandson (1992), inadequate critical analysis of
features at Northwest Coast sites that are assumed to
be houses precludes the identification of other func-
tions associated with a structure. The chapters in this
volume explore these issues for the Operation D
(OpD) site at English Camp, San Juan Island, Wash-
ington (Figure 1.1).

The OpD shell midden is part of the English Camp
shell midden (455]24) at San Juan Island National
Historic Park. The National Park Service (NPS) cre-

ated the park in 1966 to preserve the American and
British military outposts occupied from 1859 to 1872
(Thomas and Thomson 1992; Vouri 1999). This loca-
tion was originally referred to by the British as British
Camp, but local residents later changed the name to
English Camp. In 1985, the NPS officially changed the
name back to British Camp, but in recent years the
residents of the community successfully convinced
the NPS to rename the park English Camp. Since the
historic occupation was located in the same general
area as the prehistoric occupation where a large shell
midden accumulated, the prehistoric site (455]24) has
been referred to as both English Camp and British
Camp. Both names refer to the same site. The pre-
historic English Camp site is an immense shell mid-
den with variable surface expression. A portion of the
site on the historic parade ground that did not show
any topographic or stratigraphic evidence for house
structures was called Operation A (OpA) and the de-
tails of this work have been previously reported (Stein
1992). A portion of the site with horseshoe-shaped
topographic ridges is called OpD. The focus of this
publication is the question of whether or not OpD
represents a domestic structure.

The English Camp midden has been the focus of
two research efforts. In 1950 A. E. Treganza excavated

Chapter opening photo: Students standing along the U-shaped ridge at the site.
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Figure 1.1 Location of English Camp OpA and OpD on Garrison Bay.

in the area of OpD (Faith, this volume Chapter 2) as
a University of Washington field school. In 1985, Ju-
lie Stein directed a small group of students who were
part of the excavation at OpA to explore the edge of
a “barrow pit” at the request of NPS personnel. The
barrow pit was believed to be the handiwork of the
original settler, William Crook. The area was named
OpD and students excavated a 1 x 1 meter test unit
(Unit I). In 1989, OpD was augered to determine the
thickness of the shell midden and the topography of
the underlying landforms (Stein and Taylor, this vol-
ume). Stein directed excavations at the site in 1990 and
1991.

The surface topography at OpD is similar to other
shell midden sites around the world where topographic
expressions suggest that prehistoric people process-
ing and discarding shell were purposefully sculpting
the surface of their landscape. The results are often
displayed as circular or elliptical mounds, linear or
curved ridges, or circular rings surrounding depres-
sions. These features are interpreted as outlines of
domestic structures, defensive barriers, or unknown
architectural features. The research reported in this
publication focuses on a portion of the OpD shell
midden that defines just such a topographic feature.
This particular shell midden was piled into roughly
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107 341

Garrison Bay

Figure 1.2 A topographic map showing the horseshoe-shaped ridge at the OpD site and placement of excavation units.

Modified from a map drafted by Fran Hamilton.

three ridges, arranged in a horseshoe shape with the
opening of the horseshoe facing the water. One pos-
sible interpretation of this topography is that the
ridges piled around the outside walls of a domestic
structure. People would have lived in the middle with
the entrance facing the water. After the wooden walls
collapsed, the shell midden would have slumped into
the central area of the house and covered the edges
of the living surface. The excavation of OpD was
proposed to test that explanation and therefore exca-
vation units were located in the ridges, in the central
depression, and behind the ridges (Figure 1.2).

We note that in the Gulf of Georgia literature, ex-
cavation and lab analyses are not always designed to
explore whether topographic features in shell midden
represent houses. Rather, the identification of a house
is based usually upon similarities to the ethnographic
record and common sense. Topographic house fea-
tures include shell ridges, depressions, bench features,
and flat platforms. Supporting stratigraphic infor-
mation focuses on floor deposits, post holes, post
molds, hearths, and walls. Excluding OpD, there are
nine well-documented “house sites” in the Gulf of
Georgia/Puget Sound region: Beach Grove (DgRs1),
Crescent Beach (DgRrl), Dionisio Point (DgRv3)
False Narrows or Senewélets (DgRw4), Long Har-

bour (DfRu44), Pender Canal (DeRtl and DeRt2),
Shingle Point (DgRv2), Tualdad Altu (45-KI-59),
and Whalen Farm (DfRs3) (Figure 1.3). There may
also be evidence of a house structure at the Marpole
site; however, this site is insufficiently documented
to evaluate the evidence. Below we review the ways
in which investigators at various Gulf of Georgia
“house sites” have identified and described cultural
deposits associated with houses.

At the Beach Grove site in the Fraser Delta area
near Tsawwassen, Harlan Smith noted 11 circular de-
pressions in 1921. He and his team interpreted the
topographic features as plank houses where middens
formed around the structures, resulting in three me-
ter tall U-shaped ridges around the depressions. Mid-
den was about one meter deep in the depressions, and
they were identified as “house platforms” (Ham 1980;
Matson et al. 1980). D.G. Smith (1964:4-5) describes
the site as “a long mound of undulating contour and
profile, a series of humps and hollows strung out
along what appears to have been an old strand-line.”
One of the goals of the 1980 excavation directed by
R.G. Matson was to determine if the depressions
were truly used as houses. Uncertain whether their
excavations cross-cut a U-shaped area, researchers
found several post molds but only one the size of
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10-Whalen Farm.



a post used for a house frame. They note, however,
that it would be difficult to come up with an equally
plausible explanation for the formation of the shell
ridges (Matson et al. 1980).

In contrast to Beach Grove, at the Crescent Beach
site near Vancouver, British Columbia, only one po-
tential domestic area was identified by R.G. Matson’s
field school in 1990. “Feature 9 was identified as a
house by shape and stratigraphy rather than topogra-
phy. It was a large semi-circle 3.5-4.5 meters in diam-
eter with a 35 centimeter thick layer of mussel shell
with markedly denser shell than adjacent deposits.
Large cobbles and fire-cracked rock were also pres-
ent. That the feature might be a hearth was ruled out
because of the size and because orange ashy deposits
were not found throughout. Investigators also identi-
fied four potential post molds and came to a tentative
conclusion that the feature was a shallow semi-sub-
terranean house (Matson 1996; Matson et al. 1991).

Dionisio Point is located on northern Galiano Is-
land, one of the Gulf Islands off of the coast of
British Columbia. Five house depressions have been
identified at this site, and as part of his dissertation
work, Colin Grier (2001, 2003) conducted excava-
tions at one house and a small portion of another.
The topography here is particularly complex in that
four of the depressions are located on terraces that
create steps in the slope. Ridges of shell are built up
around the perimeters of the depressions, and post
holes, post molds, hearths, and pit features were not-
ed during excavations. Grier (2001) also discusses the
differences in stratigraphy between silty black shell-
poor house deposits and the shell-rich deposits out-
side. The details provided about surface topography
and stratigraphy support a convincing argument that
the features at Dionisio point were domestic struc-
tures.

The False Narrows site on Gabriola Island off
of Vancouver Island was first excavated by Donald
Mitchell (1966), who observed two large platforms
that he associated with house structures. Mitchell ex-
cavated several units and John Sendey of the BC Pro-
vincial Museum expanded the investigation in 1967.
Along with house platform areas, investigators also
excavated an area identified as a dump at the north-
ern edge of cultural deposits. Burley (1989) notes
that Mitchell did not document the house platforms
in detail and that the scatcity of post molds and ap-
parent “nonarchitectural function” of some of these
features makes interpretation difficult. Current infor-
mation about the topography and stratigraphy of the
site by the excavators may not be sufficient to deter-
mine the nature of the structures.
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At the Long Harbour site on Saltspring Island, Brit-
ish Columbia, David Johnstone (1991, 2003) reports
four mounds. In an excavation of one of these high
areas in Layer 4 of Stratum 4, his interpretation of
the stratigraphy and features at the site is that midden
was piled outside the walls of a house. He notes that
post holes have two size ranges: small (10-12 centi-
meters in diameter) and large (25-30 centimeters in
diameter). There are large cobbles in the walls of the
post molds. The eight small post molds are arranged
in an eight meter long line at the foot of an area of
redeposited till that may represent the back wall of
the house. The larger holes have been interpreted as
posts that supported the roof. The excavation was not
large enough for the beachward wall to be recovered,
but hearth features are located in the probable center
of the structure. Johnstone also found evidence for
subsistence, including steaming pits, a refuse pit, and
two areas of high concentrations of boiling stones. In
non-house areas, shell was sparse and highly fractured
consistent with trampling,

At the Pender Canal sites (DeRt2) located on Bed-
well Harbour, Pender Island, British Columbia, John-
stone (2003) notes that five post molds 20 centimeters
in diameter spaced one meter apart extend in a line
over six meters. He describes a 40 centimeter thick
shell midden adjacent to the line of post molds that
appears to have been banked against the wall or per-
haps cleared away during the construction and in-
terprets this feature as a “curtain wall” rather than a
row of roof supports. At nearby DeRtl on Browning
Harbor, Johnstone reports seven post molds defin-
ing a 5 x 6 meter rectangular area. In the corner of
the structure is a box made from sandstone slabs. A
hearth feature lies in the center of the structure and
a steaming pit and clay lined pit are adjacent to the
structure (Johnstone 2003).

An excavation of one of at least three prehistoric
house depressions was directed by R.G. Matson at the
Shingle Point site on Valdes Island in the Gulf Islands,
British Columbia. The excavated house depression
was built into the back of a beach ridge composed of
shellfish remains. At 76 meters square, the excavation
uncovered over half of a house. Excavators identified
the structures through a floor, post holes, U-shaped
bench areas along the walls of the house, and a hearth
(Matson 2003). Matson emphasizes what the stratig-
raphy reveals about the dimensions of the house and
architecture. He also notes differences in the stratigra-
phy inside the depression, outside the depression, and
below the house floor.

The Tualdad Altu site on the Black River near Se-
attle, Washington is a village site with several long-
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houses. James Chatters (1989) describes the results of
coring over 68% of the site and the discovery of two
linear hearth clusters thought to be associated with
longhouses. Similarities in features and artifacts be-
tween the excavated hearth clusters with those of the
Sbabadid house, an historic longhouse site, are cited
to support the interpretation that the hearth clusters
were located in a longhouse (Chatters 1989:174). Fire-
cracked rock clusters between the hearths are thought
to be entryways and middens are thought to be dumps.
Chatters notes that no post molds or evidence of walls
were found.

At the Whalen Farm site on the eastern shore of
the Point Roberts Peninsula, British Columbia, Thom
(2008) reports that early investigators found two mid-
den ridges that follow the contour of Boundary Bay.
They range in size from low mounds to ridges three
meters above the ground. During his investigations in
1925, Harlan Smith noted a row of large, deep pits at
the site. In 1949 and 1950, Borden and his team exca-
vated a trench across the ridge. They described hearths
and molds but were unable to identify clear patterns
in the architecture based on these remains. Later exca-
vations by Dimity Hammon uncovered hearths and a
storage pit (Thom 2008).

For several of the sites discussed above, lack of detail
in notes provided by the original investigator and distur-
bance due to historic and modern development make it
challenging for current investigators to understand the
prehistoric topography. As a result, it may be difficult
to determine whether a set of features resembles, rath-
er than represents, a domestic structure. Distinguishing
house depressions from storage pits and natural topog-
raphy may be more complex than previously assumed.
Shell ridges may result from the construction of de-
fensive structures, refuse, and natural beach ridges. For
example, at Whalen Farm, the description of the shell
ridges suggests that they vary in size and shape across
the site and may not be associated with the depressions.
At several sites, such as False Narrows, post molds did
not appear to be “architectural” and it was difficult to
determine how excavators identified them.

In this volume, we seck to address this issue by ex-
amining cultural materials, sediment, and stratigraphy
inside and outside the U-shaped depression at OpD.
The general expectation underlying all of the chapters
in this volume is that if the surface topography at OpD
represents a house, there should be significant differ-
ences between the cultural deposits in the depression,
within the shell ridges, and outside the shell ridges. This
volume also serves as a descriptive text to disseminate
information about the excavations at this site. All ar-
tifacts, samples, field notes, and other information re-

lating to the University of Washington field school at
OpD are housed at the Burke Museum at the Univer-
sity of Washington.

The chapters in this volume provide descriptions and
analyses of material remains from OpD using a variety
of methods at a variety of scales. The first set of chap-
ters detail excavation methods and the geoarchaeology
of the site. In Chapter 2, J. Tyler Faith reviews the origi-
nal 1950 excavation of OpD by Dr. Adan Treganza
and compares the results of this excavation with those
of the more recent excavations directed by Julie Stein.
In Chapter 3, Mary Parr, Laura Philips, and Julie Stein
discuss in detail the field methods used during Stein’s
excavations at OpD. They provide a brief history of
Stein’s excavations, followed by a description of excava-
tion procedures from the project’s Standard Operating
Procedure manual. In Chapter 4, Julie Stein, Amanda
Taylor, and Phoebe Daniels detail mapping, augering
methods, dating results and stratigraphy within each
excavation unit. They use both landscape-level and
site-level analyses to investigating whether OpD was
a domestic structure. In Chapter 5, Julie Stein, Debra
Green, and Sarah Sherwood provide an analysis of
OpD sediment including loss-on-ignition, micromot-
phology, grain size analysis, and chemical tests.

The second set of chapters detail the artifacts found
at OpD. In Chapter 6, Angela Close provides a chaine
opératoire analysis of chipped stone artifacts from the
site. In Chapter 7, Chin-Yung Chao describes the com-
monly found groundstone tool types of the Northwest
Coast and offers a summary of the OpD assemblage
in particular. In Chapter 8, Catherine Foster West de-
scribes and analyzes the spatial distribution of bone
and antler tools across the site.

The final set of chapters details the faunal remains
found at OpD. In Chapter 9, Cristie Boone presents
an analysis of the mammal bone found at OpD. In
Chapter 10, Kristine Bovy describes in depth the bird
bone assemblage from OpD, providing first a descrip-
tive summary of the types of birds represented at the
site and then presenting quantitative analyses of those
remains. In Chapter 11, Phoebe Daniels analyzes the
shellfish remains, and Robert Koppetl presents a simi-
lar analysis of the fish remains at OpD in Chapter 12.

Each contributing researcher described and analyzed
material remains from OpD in such a way that it would
be relevant to the question, “Was OpD a house?” This
volume presents their work and provides a final synthe-
sis of their findings in Chapter 13. We hope that this
volume will be a valuable resource for researchers who
work in the Gulf of Georgia and for archaeologists de-
signing excavation and analysis strategies for potential
domestic structures.



