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NEWS AND NOTES

Coastal Archaeology
and Hunter-Gatherers
in Southeastern Tierra

del Fuego

Atilio Francisco Zangrando

CADIC-CONICET, Laboratorio de Antropologia, Tierra del Fuego, Argentina

The southeastern coasts of Tierra del
Fuego are archaeologically multifaceted land-
scapes. This may be due to the fact that
these settings served as zones of interactions
between biologically, culturally, and linguis-
tically distinct co-resident groups. Abun-
dant ethnographic information indicates that
the southeastern coast of Tierra del Fuego
was inhabited by both maritime (Ydmana)
and terrestrial (Selk’nam and Haush) pop-
ulations of hunter-gatherers (Bridges 1886;
Gusinde 1937; Hyades and Deniker 1891;
Lothrop 1928). Although these populations
maintained exchange and marriage relation-
ships, their lifestyles were markedly different
(Gusinde 1937). This population pattern is
well known in historic times, but the timing
and structure are still unclear for prehistoric
times. It is only recently that this subject
begantobeassessedinthe region (Zangrando
et al. 2009).

To improve our knowledge on the use of
coastal environments and social interaction

by different groups of hunter-gatherers of
Tierra del Fuego, Istarted with an archaeolog-
ical project in Moat. This is a region located in
the central section of the south coast of this
island, and includes all of the homonymous
river basin, and the coastline extending from
the mouth of Cambaceres River to Sloggett
Bay (Figure 1). This study area covers ap-
proximately 1,000 km?. No archaeological
research was previously developed in this
region.

The first goals of this project are to
analyze the spatial and temporal distribution
of sites, and to explore the composition of
archaeological assemblages to assess the use
of space and resources by hunter-gatherer
populations. This research will assist in
identifying contrasting subsistence and tech-
nological strategies of those groups at the
same or at different points in time, and will
provide clues about past habitat use and
competitive/cooperative social relationships
associated with resource procurement.
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Figure 1. Map of Tierra del Fuego with the study region indicated inside square, and topographical
image with major geographical references.

The coastal surveys identified a total of
40 archaeological sites distributed in three lo-
calities. The sites are shell middens with vari-
able extensions and surface aspects, except

for one sub-superficial small site. The radio-
carbon analyses available at the moment in-
dicate chronologies up to 1600 radiocarbon
years BP.
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To explore the composition of archaeo-
logical sites and to assess the use of space
and resources by those populations, one
archaeological locality (Heshkaia) was cho-
sen for test excavations. The excavations
were conducted at five sites with dissimilar
location and structural characteristics over
the total of 13 sites recorded in this locality
(Table 1).

All artifact assemblages recovered in
Heshkaia are dominated by flakes and other
lithic debris, obtaining a low proportion of
lithic and bone instruments (Table 1). In
Heshkaia 34, 35, and 39, side-scrapers and
scrapers are the more notable tools; techno-
morphological variability among these sites
was not observed. It is also noted that in
Heshkaia 30 astone with indentations pickets
was recovered, which is similar to fishing line
weights used by hunter-gatherers in historic
times.

Zooarchaeological evidence indicates a
major role of guanacos (Lama guanicoe),
birds, and fish in subsistence (Table 2).
Heshkaia 34, 35, and 39 have high frequen-
cies of guanaco, while the remaining two
sites (Heshkaia 28 and 30) are dominated by
remains of birds (mainly Phalacrocoracidae
and Diomedeidae families) and fish (princi-
pally Nototheniidae family). Bone remains
of both guanacos and birds show clear ev-
idence of processing (cut marks and traces
of impacts). The low proportion of marine
mammals represented in the zooarchaeolog-
ical assemblages of the different sites is also
noteworthy, especially the low incidence of
pinnipeds, which are common in archaeolog-
ical sites of the south of Tierra del Fuego.

The results of fieldwork and preliminary
studies presented in this note provide a first
image on the subsistence of the hunter-
gatherer groups of Moat, which is valid for the
last 1600 radiocarbon years BP. Even though
the sizes of assemblages to further interpreta-
tions are still reduced, it is noteworthy that in
the three assemblages dominated by guanaco
remains, most conspicuous instruments are
side-scrapers and scrapers. In the same vein,
it is interesting that in Heshkaia 30 a large
number of fish remains was recovered, and

News and Notes

fishing technology was also registered. This
information shows the existence of different
technological strategies for procurement and
processing of animal resources from both
terrestrial and marine ecozones. While there
existed intensive and regular use of coastal
areas in Moat, the information obtained so far
presumes larger use of terrestrial over marine
mammals. This last situation is different from
that recorded in the Beagle Channel coast
(Orquera and Piana 2009), where archaeo-
logical evidence shows a greater importance
of pinnipeds over other resources.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This research was made possible through
the general support of Consejo Nacional
de Investigaciones Cientificas y Técnicas
(CONICET-Argentina). Daniela Alunni
(student, University of Buenos Aires),
Marilen Fernandez (CADIC-CONICET),
and Federico Ponce (CADIC-CONICET) par-
ticipated in the fieldwork.

REFERENCES

Bridges, T. 1886. El confin sur de la Republica: La
Tierra del Fuego y sus habitantes. Boletin del
Instituto Geogrdfico Argentino VII:200-212.

Gusinde, M. 1937 (1986). Los Indios de Tierra del
Fuego. Buenos Aires: CAEA.

Hyades, P.D.,and]. Deniker. 1891. Anthropologie
etethnographie. In Mission Scientifique du Cap
Horn 1882-1883, official ed.:167-221. Paris:
Gauthier Villars et Fils.

Lothrop, S. K. 1928. The Indians of Tierra del
Fuego. New York: Museum of the American
Indian, Heye Foundation.

Orquera, L. and E. Piana. 2009. Sea nomads of
the Beagle Channel in southernmost South
America: Over six thousand years of coastal
adaptation and stability. Journal of Island &
Coastal Archaeology 4:61-81.

Zangrando, A. F., A. Tessone, and M. Vazquez.
2009. El uso de espacios marginales en el
Archipiélago Fueguino: Implicaciones de la
evidencia arqueolégica de Bahia Valentin. In
Arqueologia de Patagonia. Una Mirada Desde
el Ultimo Confin (M. Salemme, F. Santiago, M.
Alvarez, E. Piana, M. Vazquez, and E. Mansur,
eds.):47-62. Ushuaia: Utopias.

JOURNAL OF ISLAND & COASTAL ARCHAEOLOGY 291



