Ice Patch
Archaeology
Ice patches are accumulated snow and ice from previous
winters that does not melt in the summer. They are found in
alpine regions around the world, including the southern Yukon.
Unlike glaciers, they do not flow downhill or move over
time. Due to the extremely dry and cold conditions, as well as
the sedentary state of the ice, artifacts found in ice patches are
remarkably well preserved and can include sinew, hide, and
feathers on objects up to 9,000 years old!
Archaeological work on ice patches does not
require excavation. Instead, it involves walking
along the edges of the patch and the surrounding
area looking for artifacts with the naked eye — no
digging required! This ensures that any artifacts
that have melted out of the ice will be spotted and
brought to a lab for preservation and analysis.

Some of the more fragile organic artifacts must be kept
refrigerated to replicate the environmental conditions of
the ice patch (dry and cold). An ice patch survey is an
ecologically responsible and effective adaptation of
archaeological practice, pioneered in Canada’s very own
Yukon Territory!

STEP 1

STEP 2

Pick some organic and inorganic

Make observations.

'artifacts' to freeze in your ice patch.

Organic artifacts are living things, like a

Examine your artifacts and write down

piece of fruit or vegetable, a stick or

everything you observe.

leaf, or even some meat and bone
from your refrigerator!

What does your artifact look, feel, and
smell like? What size is it? If it is a food

Inorganic artifacts are non-living

item, how does it taste?

things, including stone, clay pottery,
and ceramics.

STEP 3

STEP 4

Create your ice patch.

Observe changes.

Place your artifacts in a water tight

Now that your artifacts are frozen,

container, such as tupperware, and

remove them from the freezer and

cover them with water. Place your

observe them again. As the ice melts

artifacts in the freezer and leave them

and the artifacts thaw, write down

until the water turns into ice.

your observations and compare them
to your notes from earlier. How have
your artifacts changed from being in
an ice patch?
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DENDROCHRONOLOGY
or
Tree Ring Dating

What is Dendrochronology?
Dendrochronology, or tree ring dating, examines the rings
produced by trees each year in order to determine when the
tree was cut down, how old the tree was when it was cut,
and what changes in climate the tree experienced
throughout its life.
When done correctly, dendrochronology can be used by
archaeologists to date the cutting of a tree to within a year!
The thickness of the rings changes each year based on the
growing season. Dendrochronology can only be used
effectively in places with distinct seasons because the
change in season is what causes distinct tree rings to be
produced. Trees grow less in winter due to the cold climate
and grow more in summer due to the warm climate.
Dendrochronology Activity
Go to your local park or conservation area and look for trees
that have been cut down. Spring is a great time to do this
because conservation staff are getting parks ready for
summer by removing dead or sick trees. When you find a
cut tree, examine its rings and look for patterns.

Changes in the climate, illness
in the tree, and major
ecological events like floods or
volcanic eruptions can change
the pattern of the rings. For
example, if there is a drought
the tree might produce a very
narrow ring, but if it is warm
and sunny, with just enough
rain, the ring might be thicker.
Identify changes in climate
over the tree’s life by looking
for thicker and thinner rings.

Trees that grow in the
same environment at the
same time have the same
ring pattern. Find another
cut tree and compare the
rings to see if you can find
the same pattern.
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The size of the rings can
also depend on the age of
the tree, because as a tree
gets older it produces
narrower rings. Compare
rings from the centre of
the tree (the oldest rings
from when the tree was
young) to the rings closer
to the outside of the tree
(the newest rings from
when the tree was older).

Stratigraphy
CONTEXT IN ARCHAEOLOGY
WHAT IS STRATIGRAPHY?
Stratigraphy is the study of the different layers of the
earth and what we find in them. Archaeologists use
these layers to help develop a timeline, with the oldest
items usually found in the deepest layers. The artifacts
found in the layers can also indicate who was living on
the site at different points in time, creating context for
an archaeological excavation. To create your own
study of stratigraphy, try the activity below!

FOR THIS ACTIVITY, YOU WILL NEED:
2 boxes of table salt
Food colouring
4 plastic containers with lids
1 glass jar for each child
Fossils or shells
Ontario’s Great Lakes are a
great place to find these!
Pieces of pottery or ceramic
If you have a broken dish,
just sand down any sharp
edges.
A plastic object
This can be anything from
your daily life, including a
bottle cap or a small toy.

INSTRUCTIONS:
1) Divide the salt evenly into the four containers, add
a different colour food colouring to each, and shake
the containers to mix.
2) Give each child a jar and a shell/fossil, a piece of
pottery or ceramic, and a piece of plastic.
3) Place the fossil or shell at the bottom of the
jar, representing the earliest life form in this
activity and add one colour of salt on to cover.
4) Add more layers of different coloured salt until
about one-third of the jar is filled.
5) Add the pottery or ceramic to represent early
human history, and then keep layering coloured
salt.
6) Place the piece of plastic on top of the final layer to
represent contemporary human activities
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UNDERWATER
ARCHAEOLOGY
What is Under Water Archaeology?
Underwater archaeology is more difficult than archaeology on
land because archaeologists need to know how to dive, breathe
under water, maneuver through dark or muddy waters, communicate
to their team, and write and record findings while under water. Air
tanks also limit the time archaeologists can spend excavating.
This activity simulates an underwater excavation and explores how
archaeologists use context and critical thinking while excavating in
order to understand the site and to put together stories that artifacts
reveal about the site.

For this activity, you will need:
A container to act as your archaeological site – this can be a shoe
box or a large plastic container.
Sand or dirt to act as the ocean floor - if you need to get creative,
try using common household staples like flour or salt.
A flashlight – the deeper under water you go, the darker it gets!
Brushes to serve as excavation tools – remember that artifacts are
very delicate and must be treated very carefully!
Artifacts from a shipwreck – use items from your home as artifacts
from a shipwreck, and check out recent articles on the excavation
of the HMS Erebus in Canada’s north for inspiration!

To conduct your excavation:
Each team member is given a task: documenting, holding a
flashlight, or being a general excavator.
The lights are turned off and participants explore their ‘shipwrecks’
by flashlight and without talking (remember, divers are wearing
masks and cannot talk to each other!).
The team must focus on recording as much as possible and
excavating very carefully before they “run out of air" and resurface.
Participants can “dive” as many times as they need to and can
discuss their findings when they resurface.
Participants then work together back at the lab to discuss their
findings and answer questions about the shipwreck:
What artifacts have been found? What kind of shipwreck was it?
How do all these artifacts work together? What can we
conclude?
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DREAM CATCHERS
THE ORIGIN OF THE DREAM CATCHER
The first dream catcher was created long ago for the sick child of a Woodland
chief. Unsettled by fever, the child was plagued with bad dreams and unable
to sleep. The tribe’s Medicine Woman created a device that would “catch”
these bad dreams. Forming a circle with a slender willow branch, she filled
the center with sinew, using a pattern borrowed from the Spider, who weaves
a web. This dream catcher was then hung over the bed of the child. Soon the
fever broke, and the child slept peacefully. At night, when dreams visit, they
are caught in the dream catcher’s web, and only the good dreams and find
their way to the dreamer, filtering down through the feathers that hang from
the web. When the morning sun arrives, it burns away the bad dreams that
have been caught. The good dreams, now knowing the path, visit again on
other nights.

HOW TO MAKE YOUR OWN DREAM CATCHER
CREATE A HOOP
The Medicine Woman used a
willow branch, but if you
cannot find one you can use
cardboard. Decorate your
hoop by colouring it or
wrapping it in string.

MAKE A WEB
Fill the circle with a web - look
to spiderwebs for inspiration!
The Medicine Woman used
sinew, but you can use yarn,
string, or ribbon. Decorate your
web using beads.

ADD FEATHERS
Hang feathers from the hoop
so that the good dreams can
find their way to you. If you do
not have any feathers, make
some out of paper or fabric.

HANG IT UP!
Hang your dream catcher near
your bed where the sunlight
can reach it and enjoy your
good dreams!
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AGENTS OF DETERIORATION
"Agents of deterioration" is a term used to identify the
nine major active agents that threaten artifacts.

DIRECT PHYSICAL FORCE
Shock, vibration, abrasion, and gravity
can cause sudden or gradual damage.
Handle objects carefully and ensure that
they are properly packaged.
TEMPERATURE
Too cool, and
artifacts become
brittle. Too high, and
artifacts can
disintegrate or
become discolored.
Keep artifacts in a
stable temperature.

45%

HUMIDITY
High humidity can
cause mold and
swelling, while low
humidity can cause
shrinkage and
fractures. Ideally,
humidity should be
stable at about 45%.

THEFT AND VANDALISM
Theft and vandalism can result in the
total loss of an artifact. Be sure to keep
artifacts in a safe and secure location, and
do not share the location of valuable
objects.
WATER

FIRE
Fire can cause the
total destruction of an
artifact, and smoke
can cause significant
damage. Install smoke
detectors and keep
artifacts away from
kitchens or fireplaces.

Water can
significantly damage,
and even destroy,
artifacts. Store
artifacts away from
plumbing and keep
boxes a few inches off
the ground in case of
flooding.

CONTAMINANTS
Chemical agents can cause artifacts to
disintegrate or become discolored.
Protect artifacts from pollutants like
grease, gas, liquids, and dust by wrapping
or boxing them.
RADIATION
Natural lighting and
light bulbs can both
cause light damage to
artifacts. This will not
cause complete
destruction of an
object, but the
damage is
irreversible. Cover
artifacts in fabric or
place them in a box.
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PESTS
Organic materials are
most vulnerable to
pest damage. Pests
eat artifacts, build
nests, and leave
droppings behind.
Check your artifacts
regularly to check for
pests, and set up pest
traps if necessary.

