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Introduction

Archaeological studies were performed by Greenland National Museum in 2007 and 2008 on
main impact areas in advance of ALCOA’s proposed aluminium smelter. Initially archaeo-
logical surveys were undertaken at three areas chosen as water reservoirs for the hydroelectric
plants to supply the aluminium smelter with electricity. When plans called off using the
middle reservoir, Isuup Tasia (7d), it was excluded from the 2008 studies.

Awareness of the significance of the interior resources exploited by past cultures exists
through traditional and historical sources. Some areas of the north reservoir, Tasersiaqg (7e)
had also been partly surveyed by archaeologists from the National Museum in Denmark in
2002. In spite of knowledge from these sources the amount of new finds both in the north (7e)
and south reservoir (6g) areas were astounding. The importance of the caribou hunts in the
interior and the use of the big lakes for that activity is now obviously cemented by the amount
of mapped cultural remains as regards the Inuit. Samples collected from Saqgaq Culture
settlements by Tasersiaq produced *C dates telling that the very first people of West
Greenland from an early period exploited the resources of the interior. Special attention is to
be regarded to the complexes of unique and largely undisturbed contiguous cultural landscapes
of the interior where traditional knowledge and legends of cultural significance for the
Greenlandic population are associated. The type of base camp dwellings found in most Inuit
settlements in the Nuuk area (6g) was different in architecture from tent houses usually found
in other areas. This type of dwelling is in this paper designated as stone huts, but in tables and
diagrams the stone huts are put under the category of tent houses. The two published reports
on the archaeological surveys for ALCOA constitutes the backgrounds for this summary. For
the elaboration of the culture historical significance of the finds a list of references can be
found at the end of the paper.



The culture-historical background

West Greenland was for the first time settled by Stone Age hunters approximately by 2400
BC. Remnants from these people are named the Saqqgaq Culture. As all following arctic hun-
ters to populate Greenland they were migrants from the arctic North America. Finds from the
culture are known from all over West Greenland and way up along the East coast. Large scale
excavations at two localities and finds from another place indicate the importance of caribou
as resource for the Saqgaq people (Meldgaard, 2004 and Gotfredsen & Mgbjerg, 2004).

Whether a cultural transition happened from Saggag to Early Dorset is being discussed as the
gap with no archaeological finds especially in Sisimiut area is closing. Radiocarbon dates tell
of the presence of Greenland Dorset (Early Dorset) in West Greenland in the period 700 BC —
200 AD. Both the Saqggaq and Dorset Cultures are included under the term: Paleo-Eskimo
cultures.

The next people to populate part of West Greenland were the Norse that, according to the
Sagas, migrated from Iceland around 985 AD. They settled in the Eastern Settlement in South
Greenland and in The Western Settlement in the fiords behind Nuuk. The Norse disappeared
from the latter area by the middle of the 14™ century and totally abandoned Greenland in the
middle of 15" century.

During the 13" century the Inuit — people of the Thule Culture - entered the northern most part
of West Greenland and spread out along all coastal areas of the country in the following centu-
ries. Probably the Inuit encountered the Norse, as archaeological finds from the Nuuk area
indicate contemporary presence in the area. Like the Inuit from their origin in the North
Western part of Alaska hunting large whales was important for their livelihood. As Inuit
adapted to the local conditions, especially the cooling of climate in the 16™ - 17" century
affected their patterns of residence, hunting large whales became limited to few areas on the
West Coast. Around 1650 long distance exchange of resources along the west coast were
established and trade with European explorers and whalers are known from the 17" century.
After the beginning of the gradual Danish-Norwegian colonisation in 1721 AD, approximately
by 1800 AD Inuit living on the West Coast became dependent on western goods and was by
and large converted to Christianity.
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Diag. 1: Presence of past peoples in the research areas.

Results from the surveys

Damming lakes in the interior, close to the ice cap, will create two water reservoirs. The redi-
rected outflows will supply hydroelectric plants to generate power for the aluminium smelter.
Damming of Tasersiaq (7€) will raise the waterline by 20 meters. In the southern reservoir
lakes will be merged by damming and affect elevation of water lines differently. Tarsartuup
Tasersua: 10 m, Qaamasoq; 2 m, an unnamed lake: 5 m and Tussaap Tasia: 15 m.
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Map 1: Both reservoir
areas are situated at
places where Inuit ac-
cording to historical
sources, at least from
the 18" century, was
summering to hunt
caribou. Both areas
were renowned to
attract people also from
distant areas on the
West Coast. After long
journeys by boat and
foot the families stayed
in dwellings for several
months in the interior.
Caribou hunting by
Tasersiaq ceased
around 1950 and
summering by Tarsar-
tuup Tasersua already
by 1920. Hunting trips
in the latter area contin-
ued into the 1970’ies.
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Diag. 2: The diagram shows mapped cultural remains from the two survey areas sorted by
functional types. The largest structure being a tent house is a construction of stone walls to be
roofed with skins for housing of the hunting family at the base camp. Play houses are minia-
ture of dwellings. The stones forming the tent ring weigh down the skin/canvas to the ground.
A frame of stones filled with twigs functioned as an open air bed for a hunting party. Rock
shelters hunter’s beds were used during hunting trips away from the base camp. Single cairns
are markers in the landscape. Cairns systems are for driving caribous in certain directions
during the hunt and shootings blinds are made for the hunter’s concealment. Use of the latter
two types ceased, when hunting with rifle became customary around 1800 AD. Other struc-
tures are cultural remains which could not be functionally defined into certain types.
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Diag. 3: One has to be cautious not to ascribe too much imgarto the pattern of the finds,
as only the finds from the narrow area around aked to be flooded have been mapped. From
the distribution of the types of grouped cultuehains it is obvious that the base camps and
temporary dwelling remains in the Nuuk area congpaisignificantly high share of the finds.
Probably in this area the hunting grounds are wtlhaome distance from the lakes and the
amount of the temporary dwellings are consistett wie latter use of the area.

Finds by lakes in Nuuk area, 69

Fig. 2. Aron’s water coloured
illustrations of stone huts from
a caribou hunting camp in the
Nuuk area from the fdcentury

Fig 1: The base camp dwellings in the
Nuuk area are different from those at other
areas on the West coast, as they are built
solely from flat stones and accordingly they
are designated as stone huts.

It inevitably calls to mind a possible influ-
ence from the Norse living in the fjords of
Nuuk, when the first Inuit settled in the
area. It should also be mentioned that the
huts resemble those of the early Thule
Culture winter house architecture in
Northern Greenland.








































