THE UPSALQUITCH HARPOON:
A UNILATERALLY MULTI-BARBED HARPOON POINT
FROM TRADITIONAL MI’KMAQ TERRITORY

by David Black, Tyler Crouse and Michael Arsenault

In late September, 1999, Mr. Michael Arsenault was hiking along the Upsalquitch River
while moose hunting in Restigouche County, New Brunswick, when he made the discovery that
is the subject of this essay. The name Upsalquitch derives from the Mi’kmaq word meaning “little
river”, reflecting the Upsalquitch’s status as a tributary of the Restigouche River. Mr. Arsenault
stopped to rest on a gravel wash on the inside of a bend in the Upsalquitch, at a place called Big
Bogan Pond. While sitting at the edge of the river, he noticed a white object partially buried in the
gravel. When he uncovered the object, Mr. Arsenault revealed the artifact—referred to here as the
Upsalquitch harpoon point—shown in Figure 1.

In 2001, Mr. Arsenault brought the harpoon point to David Black, for study at the
Archaeology Lab, Department of Anthropology, University of New Brunswick. Black examined,
described and photographed the artifact. In the Fall Term, 2001, Tyler Crouse researched and
wrote a paper, under Black’s supervision, addressing the questions: Who made and used the
Upsalquitch harpoon point? When was it made? What was it used for? The balance of this paper
is a summary of the results of these studies.

Harpoons are composite spear-like tools, most often used by marine hunters to capture sea
mammals and large fish. A harpoon is composed of a shaft and a detachable point connected to
one another by a retrieving line. The hunter thrusts or throws the harpoon at the prey; the harpoon
point detaches within the prey, which the hunter then retrieves by means of the line connecting
the point, the shaft and the hunter.

In northern North America, Native people made harpoon points of two types: barbed and
toggling harpoons. A barbed harpoon point has a single hook-like projection (single-barbed), or a
series of such projections (multi-barbed), on one (unilateral) or both (bilateral) sides of the point.
A barbed harpoon point also has a line hole or other means for attaching the retrieving line.
Tension on the line causes the barb(s) to become embedded in the wound, preventing the harpoon
point from being pulled free before the prey is retrieved. (This distinguishes barbed harpoons
from toggling harpoons; for the latter, tension on the retrieving line causes the entire harpoon
point to pivot within the wound.)

The Upsalquitch harpoon point has four remnants of barbs along one edge; it also has a
remnant of a line hole. Thus, it can be described as a unilaterally multi-barbed harpoon point.
Figure 2 shows how such a harpoon point might have been hafted for use.

Native people used large barbed harpoon points like the one found by Mr. Arsenault to
capture large anadromous fish. In northern New Brunswick, the most likely species are: 1)
Atlantic sturgeon (Acipenser oxyrhynchus) [Mi’kmaq: komkudamoo], ranging to 460 cm in length
and 365 kg in weight; ii) Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) [Mi’kmagq: pulamoo], to 150 cm and 25
kg; iii) striped bass (Morone saxatilis) [Mi’kmagq: chegaoo], to 200 cm and 45 kg; and iv) brown
(sea) trout (Salmo trutta) [Mi’kmaq: adagwaasoo], to 100 cm and 18 kg.

The English explorer, John Josselyn (1630-1675), described Native fishing during the
early historic period in his Account of Two Voyages to New-England:

“Bass [probably striped bass] and Blew-fish [Boston bluefish; harbour pollock]

they [Native people] take in harbours, and at the mouth of barr’d Rivers being in

their Canows [canoes], striking them with a fisgig, a kind of dart or staff, to the

lower end whereof they fasten a sharp jagged bone... with a string fastened to it, as

soon as the fish is struck they pull away the staff, leaving the bony head in the

fishes body and fasten the other end of the string to the Canow: Thus they will hale

after them to shore half a dozen or half a score great fishes: this way they take

Sturgeon; and in the dark evenings when they are upon the fishing ground near a
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Bar of Sand where the Sturgeon feeds upon small fishes... the Indian lights a piece

of dry Birch-Bark which breaks out into a flame & holds it over the side of his

Canow, the Sturgeon seeing the glaring light mounts to the Surface of the water

where he is slain and taken with a fisgig” (quoted in Willoughby 1935:218).

The Oxford English dictionary indicates that “fisgig” is an obscure seventeenth-century term for
“fishing spear”.

In his Historical Ethnography of the Micmac of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,
Bernard Hoffman states that: “for such large fish as the sturgeon and the salmon, as well as for
the sea or brook trout and the striped bass, the Micmac seem to have preferred to use the
harpoon.” Hoffman goes on to quote Nicholas Deny’s description of Mi’kmagq sturgeon fishing:

“...it [the sturgeon] is taken with a harpoon, which is like a barbed rod, of eight to

ten inches long, pointed at one end, and with a hole at the other in which is

attached a line. Then it is fastened at the end of a pole, so that it may be used as a

dart. The fishery is made at night. Two Indians place themselves in a canoe; the

one in front is upright, with a harpoon in his hand, and the other behind to steer,

and he holds a torch of birch bark, and allows the canoe to float with the current of

the tide. When the Sturgeon perceives the fire, he comes and circles all around,

turning from one side to the other. So soon as the harpooner sees his belly, he

spears it below the scales. The fish, feeling himself stuck, swims with great fury.

The line is attached to the bow of the canoe, which he drags along with the speed

of an arrow. It is necessary that the one in the stern shall steer exactly as the

Sturgeon goes, or otherwise it will overturn the canoe, as sometimes happens. It

can swim well, but with all its strength it does not go with fury more than a

hundred and fifty or two hundred paces. That being over, the line is drawn in, and

it is brought dead against the side of the canoe. Then they pass a cord with a slip

knot over the tail, and they draw it thus to land, not being able to take it into the

canoe because it is too heavy...” (Denys 1908:353-354).

Nicholas Denys (1598—1688) was a French merchant who lived at Le Have and St. Peters in Nova
Scotia, before retiring, for the final two decades of his life, to Nepisiguit (now Bathurst, New
Brunswick), within a few kilometres of the Upsalquitch River. The harpoons that Denys saw
Mi’kmaq using in the seventeenth century apparently were armed with points similar to the one
found by Mr. Arsenault.

The Upsalquitch harpoon was more than 16 cm in length in its original form (dimensions
are shown in Figure 1). The point is currently in two pieces; however, the break is recent, the two
pieces fit together, and the artifact is not otherwise fragmented. The harpoon point was made
from a piece of bone cortex, at least 17.0 cm long, 2.0 cm wide and 1.0 cm thick. These
dimensions suggest that the piece of bone used was extracted—probably using a groove and
splinter technique—from the midsection of an extremity bone (humerus, femur, tibia, or
metapodial) of a large land mammal, probably a moose. The exact bone used cannot be
determined because the piece was extensively modified as the harpoon point was carved. The
harpoon point was extensively altered by burning and abrasion some time after it was made.

Except in coastal shell middens, where marine shells create a basic soil environment, tools
made of bone are rarely preserved in the acidic soils of the Maritimes. The Upsalquitch harpoon
is remarkably well-preserved considering what has happened to it since it was made. It has been
preserved because it was burned to the point where most of the organic material has been
removed and mainly the mineral portion of the bone remains.

Figure 3 shows some of the surface features observed. The exterior of the artifact is
mostly calcined to a dull chalky white, although a few patches remain where it retains the greasy
lustre of fresh bone. The interior of the tool, as seen on the broken surfaces, has been less altered
by burning and retains a greasy lustre. Bone shrinkage during burning has produced cracks and
splits. Bone in this state is less subject to decomposition than fresh bone, but is more fragile, and
more susceptible to abrasion and breakage than fresh bone. Abrasion of the edges and surfaces of
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the artifact may have occurred in the soil deposit in which it was buried, and certainly occurred
when it was eroded into the river and washed downstream to where it was found. The harpoon
point probably was transported only a short distance in the river.

Figure 4 shows two details of the harpoon point photographed through a stereo-
microscope at 10-times magnification. One photo shows the “notch” near the base of the harpoon
point; the shape and dimensions indicate that this represents a line hole, one side of which has
been opened by abrasion. The line hole is oblong in shape and was produced by gouging rather
than drilling; this seems to be typical of line holes in harpoon points from the Maine-Maritimes
area (Figure 5). The other photo shows cut marks at the base of barb 2. The cut marks are
consistent with those made by stone tools, and suggest that the harpoon point was made before
the introduction of European metal tools.

Barbed harpoons were made by Native people in the Maine—Maritimes area as long as
5000 years ago. However, most harpoon points recovered archaeologically are from shell
middens dating to the past 2000 years. Figure 5 shows a series of harpoon points recovered from
New England—Maine—Maritimes archaeological sites. Most exhibit characteristics similar to the
Upsalquitch harpoon point, although, in detail, they vary considerably. These illustrations show
that unilaterally barbed harpoons with line holes were made and used throughout the traditional
territories of the Mi’kmaq and other Eastern Algonquian people. However, the harpoon points
from traditional Mi’kmaq territory (Figure 5 m-r) are most similar to the Upsalquitch harpoon
point.

Harpoon points in a similar state of preservation to Mr. Arsenault’s find have been
reported by Kevin Leonard (1996:327) from the Skull Island cremation burial near Shediac, New
Brunswick, which dates to about 700 years ago. The Skull Island bone harpoon points are
calcined, with considerable warping, splitting and breakage, which resulted from exposure to the
cremation fire. The similar degree of fire alteration in the Upsalquitch harpoon point suggests the
latter also may have been intentionally cremated as part of a ceremonial event.

In summary, the Upsalquitch harpoon point was found in traditional Mi’kmagq territory. It
resembles harpoon points used by Mi’kmaq to capture large anadromous fish during the early
historic period. Probably this harpoon point was made by ancestral Mi’kmaq some time during
the 1000 years immediately before European contact. The harpoon point may have been placed in
a ceremonial or mortuary context where it was cremated.

In part, our purpose in writing this essay has been to draw attention to Native artifacts
made of bone. This class of artifacts rarely receives as much attention as stone and ceramic
artifacts in the Maritimes archaeological literature. This is ironic, since tools made of bone
frequently were used in activities—marine hunting, fishing, weaving, net-making and basket-
making—that are strongly associated with the traditional lifeways of Native people in the
Maritimes. We hope that our study of the Upsalquitch harpoon point has piqued readers’ interest
in this important, and under-studied, class of artifacts.
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Figure 1: Photographs of the obverse and reverse sides of the Upsalquitch
harpoon point.



Figure 2: Diagrams indicating how the Upsalquitch harpoon may
have been hafted: left (Willoughby 1935:215); right (Snow 1978:68).
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Figure 3: Photographs of the obverse and reverse sides of the Upsalquitch
harpoon point showing surface features observed.
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Figure 4: Photomicrographs of the Upsalquitc hon: left—abraded line hole;
right—stone tool cut marks at the base of barb 2.



Figure 5: Selected unilaterally barbed
harpoons from the regional archaeological
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