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FILLING THE GAP
WITH HELL GAP

Marcel Kornfeld, Ph.D.
Department of Anthropology, University of Wyoming

Questions are sometimes hotly debated in archaeology

until new discoveries shed light on the topic and change
everything. During the 19th century, the primary question in
American archaeology concerned the origin and demise of
the people that built the mounds throughout the Americas.

To the public and scientists alike, the builders could not have
been the ancestors to the modern “savages.” At the end of the
century, new discoveries showed that the Mound Builders
were ancestral to the modern native peoples; however, the
time and place of their origin remained a mystery. Into this
vacuum and in competition with their European counterparts,
American archaeologists sought to build a deep prehistory for
the western hemisphere. They failed, and the question of the
origin of Native Americans loomed.

That changed in 1919 when a cowboy noticed a pile of bones
in an arroyo in northern New Mexico. George McJunkin was a
former slave who had educated himself about natural history,
and he knew that these were no ordinary bones, they were
Pleistocene age, and with them was evidence of humans—
ancient spearheads! With this seemingly simple discovery,
Paleoindian archaeology came into existence.

Forty years after McJunkin discovered extinct
bison bones in New Mexico, a site in southeast
Wyoming would once again significantly
change our understanding of Paleoindian
archaeology. James and Otto Duguid, and Mel
and Bob McKnight, avocational archaeologists
from Wyoming, and two of them University of
Wyoming students, discovered several unusual
spear points. They showed these points to
George Agogino, Ph.D., James Duguid’s

Hell Gap
projectile point

professor at the University of Wyoming, who recognized them
as Paleoindian, but of an unknown type.

Agogino dispatched stu-

dents to test the site and a
stratified series of cultural
occupations was recognized
throughout the arroyo (the
section wall is visible in the
poster). The unknown type of
projectile point was found in
stratigraphic position relative
to Folsom, Agate Basin, Eden,
Scottsbluff, and Alberta,

all previously recognized
Paleoindian complexes. The
chronological relationships

of these complexes, however,
were not clear in 1959; and the
potential of the site to provide
this information and thus begin
linking sites throughout North
America in time and space
sequence was enormous. The
unknown projectile point and the site were named Hell Gap,
after a local landmark. Following the first tests, a team that
included Agogino, John O. Brew, Cynthia Irwin, Henry Irwin,
and C. Vance Haynes Jr., all later well-known Paleoindian
archaeologists, excavated the site from 1962-66.

Not only did Hell Gap fill the chronological gap by revealing the
temporal sequence of Paleoindian cultural complexes, but three
new complexes were defined: Goshen, Hell Gap, and Frederick.
The site also is important in that the archaeology revealed many
social and cultural aspects about Paleoindian lifeways. Hell Gap
was a campsite, or living area, where these cultural aspects are
more easily determined. Until the Hell Gap discovery, almost

all known Paleoindian sites represented bison procurement
locations—a highly specialized part of the total lifeways. Bison
kill sites do not provide the type of cultural information that was
found at the Hell Gap campsite.

At Hell Gap, a series of
archaeological layers
were exposed with a
wide variety of stone
tools, production debris,
animal bone, stone

and bone ornaments,
bone tools (including
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needles), hearths, .
and domestic living Cody layer (floor) at Locality 111
structures.

Domestic or living structures older than 12,000 calendar
years were recorded at the Hell Gap excavations. These
appeared as a circular pattern of postholes, showing a
formalized construction process. Forty years later, these
are still among a handful of the oldest structures in the
Americas. A 9,000-year-old stone circle was also found

in the Fredrick component at Hell Gap. In more recent
sites, such stone circles are recognized as evidence of that
quintessential home of Great Plains Indians: the tipi.
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Left: Drawing of the post holes showing the superposition of two of
North America’s oldest domestic structures.

Right: The oldest North American tipi ring was discovered on the floor of
the 9,000-year-old Frederick component.



Cover: Hell Gap site photo by R.H. Meadows, courtesy of
the George C. Frison Institute of Archaeology and Anthropology.
Projectile point photos by Richard Collier, Wyoming State Historic
Preservation Office. Graphic design by Elizabeth Ono Rahel.

At the same time,
people associated with
the Frederick complex
were wearing bone and
stone bead ornaments
and eating a variety of
animals. Not only did
these earliest Americans

Brochure photos are by R.H. Meadows, courtesy of
the George C. Frison Institute of Archaeology and Anthropology.

Excavations at the Hell Gap site in the 1960s were supported by

subsist on resources other Ornaments and bone tools Harvard University, the American Philosophical Society, and the
than bison, but they had National Geographic Society, among others. Ongoing reinvestigations
a rich camp life. The Hell Gap window into camp life helps of the Hell Gap site and collections have been conducted in cooperation
fill the gap in knowledge about Paleoindian social and with the Wyoming Archaeological Foundation, current property
cultural systems. owners. Major support for recent investigations has been from the

National Endowment for the Humanities, the Wyoming Archaeological
Foundation, Joseph and Ruth Cramer, Forrest Fenn, Mark Mullins,
the Wenner-Gren Foundation, and Eastern Wyoming College.
Numerous others have helped financially or by volunteering.

The Hell Gap site has not yet given up all its secrets. Recent
research at the site has begun to question the accepted
Paleoindian cultural chronology and field studies by the
George Frison Institute of Archaeology and Anthropology
have identified additional Paleoindian components at the S

site. Hence, it is obvious many questions about Paleoindians ‘

and the Hell Gap site still remain. The unknown continues to For information about Wyoming
lead the archaeologists on!

Archaeology Awareness Month
activities, visit our Web page at:

wyoshpo.state.wy.us/waamindx.htm

Sponsored by Wyoming State Historic Preservation Office,
University of Wyoming Department of Anthropology,

U.S. Bureau of Land Management, Office of the Wyoming State
Archaeologist, Wyoming Association of Professional Archaeologists,
Wyoming Archaeological Society, National Park Service,
Wyoming Army National Guard, U.S. Forest Service,

U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, Western Area Power Administration,
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, F.E. Warren Air Force Base,

H. Irwin Wyoming Department of Transportation, Current Archaeological
C.V. Haynes Jr. Research, TRC Mariah Associates Inc., Western Archaeological

Services, SWCA Environmental Consultants.
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