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Recent research at Hare Harbor on the Quebec Lower North Shore (LNS) in the northeast-
ern Gulf of St. Lawrence reveals great potential for archaeological and historical research 
on Basque and other early European activities in the northwestern North Atlantic. Although 
considerable data have been retrieved from Red Bay, Labrador, and a few other sixteenth-
century sites in the Strait of Belle Isle and Gulf of St. Lawrence (Niellon 1986; Drouin 1988; 
Tuck and Grenier 1989; Grenier et al. 2007; Proulx 2007), archaeological knowledge of the 
early European phase of North American history in this region is limited, and information 
about post-sixteenth-century Basque occupations is nearly nonexistent. This chapter re-
ports on a multicomponent site with late sixteenth-century Basque and late seventeenth/ 
early eighteenth–century European (possibly Basque) and Inuit occupations at Hare Har-
bor, Petit Mécatina Island, 200 km west of the Strait of Belle Isle. The later historic occupa-
tion includes hearths, middens, and ballast piles from adjacent land and underwater sites. 
In addition to domestic cooking hearths and ballast piles associated with the sixteenth-century 
Basque occupation, the site’s later component contains two structures with paved stone 
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floors, one interpreted as a cookhouse and the other as a blacksmith shop. The ethnic/national 
origin of these structures, which in earlier reports was designated as Basque on the basis 
of coarse earthenwares and large amounts of roof tiles, is now equivocal. Excavations in 
2009 revealed a sixteenth-century Basque component adjacent to and deeper than the cook-
house (Structure 1) paved floor, raising the possibility that the cookhouse and blacksmith 
deposits may have a north Biscayan or Channel origin. Excavation also revealed a Labra-
dor Inuit settlement that may be contemporary with the later European occupation. Infor-
mation recovered from the European and Inuit contexts documents changing economic, 
social, and political conditions, including the appearance of Inuit in the Gulf of St. Law-
rence and their participation in a European cod fishery at Hare Harbor. Given the breadth 
of activity, changes in technology and economy, and complex international and ethnic 
relations, a maritime landscape approach that links shore deposits with those from the 
underwater site over a period of more than 100 years provides a useful framework for 
interpreting the many strands of evidence from this small but fascinating site situated at 
the interface of European and Native nations, cultures, and traditions. 

Utilization of the landscape concept for interpreting maritime anthropology and ar-
chaeological sites is relatively novel. Landscape archaeology has traditionally been applied 
at terrestrial sites to link archaeological components with their broader ecological and so-
cial settings, including subsistence resource zones, site hierarchies, settlement patterns, 
and regional economic networks. Recently, this concept has been extended to maritime 
anthropological studies in circumpolar and subantarctic settings (Westerdahl 2010), but it 
has rarely been a component of underwater archaeological inquiry. The fortuitous adja-
cency of both land and marine components at a Basque/European/Inuit site makes Hare 
Harbor an ideal case study for exploring the utility of the landscape approach in a maritime 
archaeology context. 
 
Background I: Basque Whaling 
 
Following the discovery of sixteenth-century Basque whaling stations at Red Bay and other 
locations in southern Labrador in the mid-1970s, Basque sites were quickly identified 
throughout much of the Grand Bay region, the Basque name for the Gulf of St. Lawrence 
(Fig. 6.1). The revelation began with records from 1530 to 1580 discovered by Selma Huxley 
Barkham in the Spanish Basque archives showing large numbers of Basque vessels sailed 
annually to harbors in the Strait and Gulf of St. Lawrence. The frequency of Spanish and 
French Basque voyages varied widely throughout the sixteenth century and reached their 
peak in the 1570s when Spanish Basques sent as many as 20–30 vessels yearly to Grand 
Bay (Loewen 2009:9). Unlike most other early European venturers who were primarily 
fishermen and traders, Basque whalers lived aboard their vessels and used shore bases 
mainly for butchering whales, rendering blubber, casking oil, smithing, and other indus-
trial activities, which they conducted under open-sided, tiled-roofed shelters (Proulx 1993, 
2007). Ships sailed from homeports along the Biscayan coasts of France and northern Spain 
in early summer ballasted with cargoes of clay tiles, prefabricated barrels, disassembled 
chalupas (whaleboats), and whaling gear. Reaching Newfoundland and Labrador Grand 
Bay harbors in June just as the sea ice melted, they pursued whales throughout the summer 



F I T Z H U G H  E T  A L . ,  “ S H I P  T O  S H O R E ”  (2 0 1 1 )  

3 

and returned to Europe with oil, fish, wood, and other products when their harbors began 
to freeze over in late fall (Loewen 2009). A good season produced as many as 1,000 barrels 
of oil per vessel. However, many vessels were lost at sea or were wrecked or trapped by 
ice in their harbors after snap frosts forced crews to overwinter with great hardship and 
loss of life. The ensuing legal proceedings produced records that led to the archaeological 
discoveries. 
 

 
 

Figure 6.1. Map of Basque resource zone in the Gulf of St. Lawrence (figure by W. Fitz-
hugh, 2009). 

 
Historical work by Selma and Michael Barkham and others (Barkham 1980, 1984; Hux-

ley 1987; Barkham 1994; Turgeon 1994, 1995; Loewen 2009) and archaeological excavations 
conducted at Red Bay (Tuck 1982, 1983–1986; Tuck and Grenier 1989; Grenier 1988; Grenier 
et al. 2007) and other Basque sites in the Gulf (Niellon and Jones 1984; Niellon 1986; Niellon 
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and McGain 1987; Lalande 1989; Auger et al. 1992; Azkarate et al. 1992) provide documen-
tation of this early chapter of New World maritime history; however, many aspects are still 
unclear: How did Basque shipbuilding and whaling develop in the Bay of Biscay in the 
centuries before 1500? Why is there so little historical note or archaeological evidence of 
Basque contact with Native American Indians and Inuit? Was Basque whaling responsible 
for the decline of the North Atlantic right whale population (Rastogi et al. 2004)? And what 
was the Basque maritime role in Newfoundland waters after the Basque decline following 
the 1580s? 

To date, most attention to early New World Basque history and archaeology has been 
devoted to the sixteenth century heyday of Basque whaling from 1530 to 1580. After this, 
following commercial and shipping losses to the Dutch and English, reassignment of ves-
sels to the India trade, and the 1588 Armada catastrophe, the Spanish Basque largely aban-
doned the American fishery. However, in the latter part of the seventeenth century, 
Spanish and French Basque vessels returned sporadically and in small numbers to fish and 
trade in the Gulf (Trudel 1978, 1980; Barkham 1994; Turgeon 1994; Loewen 2009). To date, 
there has been no archaeological evidence of post-1600 Basque voyages or information 
about how these enterprises were conducted; how Basques adapted to changing ecological 
conditions following the depletion of whale stocks; how their operations dealt with the 
new economies and politics of seventeenth-century Europe; and how field operations were 
affected by Dutch, French, English, American, and Native competitors. It seemed that Hare 
Harbor offered an opportunity to explore these questions with archaeological data. The 
only other comparable site is a ca. 1610–1650 whaling station at Strákatangi, Steingrímsfjör-
đur, northwestern Iceland, which has been described as having a Basque component 
(Edvardsson and Rafnsson 2006). The problem in such identification is the difficulty, with-
out historical documentation, determining what a seventeenth/eighteenth-century Basque 
archaeological complex should look like, given the absence so far of homeland sites of this 
period and precise historical documentation. We return to this problem later in this chapter. 

One of the most surprising aspects of the New World Basque historical narrative for 
the Grand Bay region is the paucity of documentation about interactions with the diverse 
Native landscape, which included Miq’maw, Iroquois, Innu, Beothuk, Inuit, and others. 
The relative lack of Inuit contact with Basques noted by Barkham (1980) has been attributed 
to hostilities, Native avoidance, absence of year-round Basque habitation, and lack of Na-
tive participation in whaling operations. However, it stands to reason that the history of 
relations documented in the Strait of Belle Isle may not hold for the entire Grand Bay re-
gion. The fact that pidgin dialects developed between Basques, Miq’maw, and Innu in 
Nova Scotia, southern Newfoundland, and the northern Gulf (Bakker 1989) suggests that 
interactions with Basques were more extensive than presently understood. Through Hare 
Harbor, we may begin to explore the ecological, social, ethnic, political, and economic di-
mensions of an early maritime landscape that Cleophas Belvin (2006) calls the “forgotten” 
Labrador. 
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Background II: The French Cod Fisheries 
 
European cod-fishing activities in the New World have been documented back to the very 
beginning of the sixteenth century, and despite great variability over time, this migratory 
fishery lasted for several centuries. The fishing fleets, comprising at least in the sixteenth 
century literally hundreds of fishing vessels from many French, Spanish, Portuguese, and 
English ports, made “green” (undried) cod on the Grand Banks off the southeastern coast 
of Newfoundland or dried cod in numerous harbors along the coasts of Newfoundland, 
Acadia, Cape Breton, southern Labrador, and further into the Gulf of St. Lawrence at Baie 
des Chaleurs and on the Gaspé peninsula. 

In the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the cod fishery had to adapt 
to numerous constraints, and consequently patterns of occupation along the coasts varied 
over time. While fierce competition among the fishermen contributed to much variability 
in fishing locations, the establishment of sedentary fisheries within the range of the French 
and English colonial efforts gave rise to additional conflicts over fishing rooms in New-
foundland, Acadia, and Gaspé, despite some existing legislation protecting the rights of 
the migratory fishery. In addition, piracy and illegal trade accentuated difficulties in Aca-
dia and Newfoundland. Conflicts with Inuit incursions also hampered activities in south-
ern Labrador and northern Newfoundland, and changes in the availability of fish related 
to changes in climate and currents also caused bad fishing seasons in various localities. By 
the end of the seventeenth century, European conflict added to these difficulties as the War 
of the Grand Alliance (League of Augsburg, 1688–1697) and soon thereafter the War of 
Spanish Succession (1701–1714) lead to successive shifts in political control over Acadia, 
profoundly affecting local population as well as the migratory fisheries, bringing instabil-
ity, war fleets, conquest, illegal trade, and piracy into the region. In addition, during these 
conflicts most French fishermen were banned by France from fishing in Newfoundland’s 
Petit North. This period of difficulties was resolved by the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, which 
left Newfoundland and Acadia under permanent English control. 

Such a variety of problems may well have given rise, during the turn of the eighteenth 
century, to the search for new and more advantageous fishing grounds; a search, that may 
well have brought French cod-fishing vessels, whether sailing from Brittany, Normandy, 
or the Basque ports, to the then little-exploited LNS of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. While 
Portuguese fishermen had been banned from Newfoundland by the English in the course 
of the seventeenth century, Breton fishermen had preferably gone fishing for cod along the 
Petit Nord, the south coast of Newfoundland, St. Pierre and Miquelon islands, as well as 
in southern Labrador; Norman ships had gone to the east coast of the island and to St. 
Pierre and Miquelon; and French Basque vessels had mainly steered to southwestern New-
foundland harbors such as Placentia, where the Spanish Basque had also maintained fish-
ing rights during the seventeenth century, as well as to Cape Breton, Acadia, and Île Percée 
in Gaspé (de la Morandière 1962; Pope 2004). The LNS, however, as data from Petit 
Mécatina Island now seem to indicate, also saw the onset of increased commercial fishing 
for cod in the late seventeenth century. Offering a particularly well-protected and hidden 
harbor in the heart of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, this outer coast island with close access to 
fishing and whaling grounds became a center for several migratory commercial ventures 
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and “close encounters” in a marginal setting between the sixteenth and the eighteenth cen-
turies. 

By the late 1730s, this part of the LNS would see the establishment of French colonial 
sealing and trading posts along its coast, and after the English conquest of 1759 and par-
ticularly in the nineteenth century, it would also be open to exploitation by egg-hunters 
from Nova Scotia as well as by American fishermen and whalers. 
 
Site Description and Excavations 
 
In 2001, while surveying the Quebec LNS, the Smithsonian’s St. Lawrence Gateways Pro-
ject discovered sites at Hare Harbor on Petit Mécatina Island and Boulet Harbor near Mut-
ton Bay that contained large amounts of clay roof tiles (Fitzhugh 2006:58, 61–74). The tiles 
suggested these sites were typical sixteenth-century Basque whaling stations such as Red 
Bay. However, when excavations began to yield clay pipes, stoneware, and glass beads, 
site dating became more complicated, as these materials had not previously been found in 
Basque whaling contexts. The sites also were unusual in lacking try-works and were lo-
cated in remote locations full of shoals and navigation hazards rather than at easily acces-
sible harbors on open coasts. Such conditions helped make this portion of the Quebec LNS 
a haven for smugglers and pirates, and it remained a zone of confrontation between rival 
European powers until the nineteenth century (Belvin 2006:85). 

Hare Harbor is a small, narrow bay near the southeastern tip of Petit Mécatina Island 
10 km east of the modern English-speaking fishing village of Harrington Harbor. Its outer 
coast setting provides quick access to fishing and hunting grounds, where cod (Gadus 
morhua), harp seal (Pagophilis groenlandicus), and numerous whale species are seasonally 
available. A narrow entrance hides the harbor and its site area from passing vessels, but 
once inside the entrance the harbor is deep and open, revealing a conspicuous 150 m high 
cliff with a 100 m long south-facing dry shelter at its base. This cliff and shelter form the 
northern border of the site, which lies in a grassy meadow south of the cliff bounded to the 
south by a rocky ridge. Sea cliffs and a deep cove provide a protected anchorage and shore 
access at the western edge of the site, and a freshwater stream enters at the head of the 
harbor. 

Hare Harbor-1 (EdBt-3, Fig. 6.2) lies on a postglacial marine beach about 8,000 m2 in 
extent. Above a steep shore-side bank, grass- and alder-covered ground slopes gently up 
to a beach crest, where the land flattens out and the soil becomes boggy and gives way to 
spruce, alder thickets, and bog. A few hundred meters farther east, beside a small pond, 
there is a small nineteenth-century stone house foundation and midden designated Hare 
Harbor-2 (EdBt-6). No trace of this material has been found at Hare Harbor-1, although 
scattered post-1750 artifacts occur on the sediment surface of the adjacent Hare Harbor-1 
underwater site. 
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Figure 6.2. Hare Harbor-1 site environs (photo by W. Richard, 2008). 
 

The initial tests at the Hare Harbor-1 land site produced roof tiles, iron spikes, ceramics, 
and charcoal throughout the site area in a 5–10 cm thick cultural level resting on sterile 
beach sand. Excavations from 2002 to 2009 (Fig. 6.3) revealed structures interpreted as a 
cookhouse and a smithy or cooperage, stratified middens, and activity areas, while under-
water excavations in the anchorage to the west revealed ballast piles and stratified mid-
dens containing wood debitage, whale bones, and fish remains. Native American finds are 
so far limited to the land site and include a ca. 600 BC (uncalibrated radiocarbon years) 
Groswater Paleoeskimo hearth, a ca. AD 1700 Inuit winter house below the Basque smithy, 
and two as yet unexcavated Inuit winter houses at the northwest end of the site area. Pop-
ular accounts (Malakoff 2007; Gupta 2009), numerous field reports (Fitzhugh 2001–2010, 
2006–2010), and published papers (Fitzhugh 2006; Fitzhugh et al. 2008) describe research 
to date. 
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Figure 6.3. Harbor Harbor-1 site map (figure by H. Kim and L. Marr, 2009). 
 
Structure 1 (Cookhouse) 
Structure 1 (S-1) is a rectangular, 12 × 14 m stone pavement that had large amounts of frost-
shattered roof tile in a black earth 5–15 cm thick cultural layer above the floor. This layer 
appeared to be a single undifferentiated deposit containing tiles, charcoal, and artifacts. 
Large, relatively intact tiles were found throughout the pavement area but were heaviest 
around its outer portions and beyond its margins, where they occurred in highly frag-
mented condition. It appeared that these shattered tiles were the detritus of numerous 
retiling episodes. The structure had a large, roughly built, stone-walled hearth pit in the 
southern part of the pavement. This hearth was poorly integrated into the pavement ar-
chitecture and probably dates to a later period. Finds from the floor deposit include do-
mestic utility Iberian and southwestern French earthenware, Normandy stoneware (found 
primarily in the large pit hearth), a variety of glass bottles and fine glassware, iron spikes 
and nails, charcoal, cork, flint, clay pipe fragments, and glass beads (Herzog 2008). Neu-
tron activation analysis of the beads found throughout the pavement indicates a dating 
range of 1680–1730 (Herzog and Moreau 2004, 2006). Fragments of Inuit soapstone cooking 
pots and oil lamps were also found on and among the pavement stones in the western 
portion of the floor, which also was marked in two areas with charred blubber encrusta-
tions similar to oil lamp stains in Inuit winter houses. These finds and the domestic nature 
of the European material suggest this structure served as a cookhouse or all-purpose 
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domestic center. Soapstone lamp and vessel fragments indicate the presence of one or more 
female Inuit occupants. 

Finds on beach deposits north of Structure 1 produced tiles, ceramics, glass beads, iron 
spikes, and a beaked lamp of iron identical to one found at Red Bay (Tuck and Grenier 
1989:50). A few meters to the east, a water-saturated bog yielded tiles, nails, ceramics, an 
iron maul, and wooden artifacts including barrel parts, a garment or bag pin, a wheel-
turned bowl, and quantities of axe-cut brush. Stratigraphy at the southern edge of the bog 
shows alternating layers of charcoal-stained peat and clean trampled peat that document 
occupation episodes separated by lapses long enough for revegetation. 
 
Structure 2 (Smithy/Cooper’s Shop) 
Structure 2 is defined by a 6 × 8-m stone pavement whose cultural layer included charcoal 
underlain by black earth containing fewer tiles and a more industrial deposit than S-1, 
including iron bar stock, a broken anchor, flintlock gun parts, French and English gun 
flints, iron spikes, a wood-handled awl, a ship’s lead-line weight, and only a few glass 
beads, and clay pipe fragments. This structure appears to have been a smithy or cooper’s 
shop. Extending from the western side of the structure we found part of a 1.5 m wide path-
way of crushed roof tiles leading across the boggy soil toward S-1. 
 
Structure 3 (The Eastern Inuit Winter House) 
Immediately beneath the Structure 2 pavement, without separation by intervening depos-
its, we found a 4 × 8-m rectangular wood-paved floor, designated Structure 3 (Fig. 6.4), 
enclosed by log foundation footings. The upper surfaces of these footings were heavily 
charred, as were the upper sides of the barrel staves, tub bottoms, and wood planks that 
composed the interior floor of this earlier structure. Calcined bone ash occurred in many 
areas inside the house along with charred remnants of canvas-like fabric, and a few glass 
beads, nails, and fragments of tile and earthenware. Upon this floor, we found an Inuit 
lamp-wick trimmer, two miniature toy Inuit soapstone lamps, and fragments of two toy 
hunting bows, also of Inuit construction. Extending south from this floor, below three large 
slabs that had framed a doorway, a 5-m long tunnel-like entrance passage had been exca-
vated 40–50 cm into the peat, 30–50 cm below the level of the house floor. The passage 
exited into the bog to the south and was paved with clay tiles and rock slabs, with a thick 
upright slab serving as a cold trap where the passageway entered the house. A small, rec-
tangular wooden European-style toolbox with a carrying handle had been turned upside 
down to serve as a step into the house. Two roof tiles were set into the passage floor next 
to the box, and part of a lathe-turned wood platter was wedged between the box and the 
tunnel wall. Entrance passages of this type are diagnostic of historic period Labrador Inuit 
winter houses. The charred floors, sills, and artifacts indicate that the entire house had been 
consumed in a fire that not only charred the floor boards but also turned all bone material 
(food bone or possibly human remains, see below) into calcined paste. The family living 
here included children and utilized a mixture of Inuit and European technology and ma-
terials. Following the conflagration, before vegetation or other deposits accumulated, the 
charred floor was covered with heavy rock slabs that formed the floor of a smithy or 
cooper’s shop. 



F I T Z H U G H  E T  A L . ,  “ S H I P  T O  S H O R E ”  (2 0 1 1 )  

10 

 
 

Figure 6.4. Structure 3, the burned floor of an Inuit winter house (figure by W. Fitzhugh, 
2009). 

 
Structures 4 and 5 (The Northwestern Inuit Houses and Charcoal Pit) 
In 2009, a large rectangular Inuit-style winter dwelling (Structure 4), a smaller structure 
(Structure 5, possibly Inuit), and a charcoal-filled pit were discovered in the northwest cor-
ner of the site. Structure 4 is a rectangular 6 × 8 m dwelling with a paved interior and a 
4 m long entrance passage. Test pits produced large amounts of charcoal and European 
ceramics (sometimes nearly whole vessels of stoneware and earthenware); roof tiles; bottle 
glass; clay pipe fragments; an iron axe (like one found in the S-1 upper tile midden); objects 
of lead including musket balls, two cod jiggers, and a lead knife handle; and a large cor-
roded mass of iron nails. The presence of a bag of nails, an axe, large ceramic fragments, 
and loose charcoal on the house floor suggested conflagration and rapid abandonment. 
Structure 5, rectangular and approximately 4 × 5 m, also has a south-side entrance passage. 
A test pit in its cobble-paved floor produced roof tiles, nails, tan earthenware, and a piece 
of goblet glass. A depression nearby yielded a large quantity of charcoal, suggesting this 
feature may have been used to prepare charcoal, perhaps for the smithy. The fact that 
Structures 3 and 4 are of Inuit construction and contain European artifacts identical to 
those found in Structures 1 and 2 and that S-1 contained numerous pieces of Inuit 
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soapstone lamps and cooking vessels suggests that these structures are contemporaneous 
and that one or more Inuit families were living at the site during the later European cod-
fishing operation. 
 
The Underwater Site 
Three seasons of underwater surveys and excavations in the adjacent cove revealed exten-
sive Basque remains on a steeply sloping bottom extending from shore to a depth of 20 m, 
covering a 2,000 m2 area (Fig. 6.5). In addition to abundant clay tiles and finds of ceramic 
vessels identical with those on land, the underwater site has 11 ballast piles composed of 
limestone and other rocks. These piles were formed by repeated de-ballasting. A series of 
test pits excavated from shore to 16 m depth revealed a 1-m-thick midden with a consistent 
stratigraphic profile consisting of a basal level of peat mixed with tiles overlain by a layer 
of axe-cut wood, a third level containing whalebones, a fourth layer of concentrated cod-
fish bones with some minor elements of other fish, seal, and bird remains, and a fifth upper 
level of sandy silt, ballast rock, and tile (Phaneuf 2008). Similar types of deposits were 
found in the shore-trench at the Red Bay underwater site (Stevens and Cumbaa 2007:I:195; 
Phaneuf 2008:83). 
 

 
 

Figure 6.5. Hare Harbor-1 underwater site plan showing ballast piles and excavation areas 
(map by E. Phaneuf, F. Simard, and B. Ford, 2008). 

 
The Ceramic Collection 
 
The ceramic collection from Hare Harbor-1 is extremely varied (Herzog 2008, 2009, 2010). 
Of the 656 sherds collected during land and underwater excavations from 2001 to 2007 
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associated with the pre-nineteenth century occupation of Hare Harbor, more than 60% (417 
sherds) are glazed and unglazed earthenwares, which can be divided into 25 different 
types. In addition, 153 sherds belong to stoneware vessels of two different types, and 86 
sherds are of tin-glazed earthenware (Table 6.1). Many of the finds are described and illus-
trated in more detail elsewhere (Herzog 2008). The collection was analyzed to help estab-
lish a date for the occupational history of the site and to determine the origin of those who 
came to Hare Harbor during its use as a whaling and cod-fishing station. As might be 
expected, the variability of the collection indicates a complex history. Although this anal-
ysis does not include artifacts recovered during the 2008 underwater and Structure 3 Inuit 
house excavations, or the 2009 Structure 1 lower level (sixteenth century), and Structures 
4, 5 (seventeenth/eighteenth-century Inuit house) excavations, a summary of visual exam-
ination of these collections has shown a general correspondence between these collections, 
and no new ceramic types are to be added to the collection for the time being. 
 

Table 6.1. The Hare Harbor-1 ceramic collection 
Type # Sherds # Vessels % Sherds % Vessels 

Earthenware 417 83 63.6 74.1 
Stoneware 153 7 23.3 6.3 
Majolica 86 22 13.1 19.6 
Total 656 112 100.0 100.0 

 
Analysis of the ceramic collection has shown that some of the material compares well 

to ceramics known from other Basque sites, which are usually dated to the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries. The most important type among these is the earthenware 
cooking vessel (marmite) carrying applied bands decorated with roulette impressions on 
its body (Fig. 6.6a; cf. Grenier et al. 2007: Fig. 9.1.6 and 7 in Gusset 2007:II:64). Such vessels 
have become the hallmark of finds on Basque whaling stations, and as many as 18 individ-
ual vessels of this type may be represented in the Hare Harbor collection. Their provenance 
still remains unknown, which makes assigning a date for production and use difficult; but 
they were probably made in coastal Southwest France, although they are not part of typical 
French colonial collections of the seventeenth century or later. Most of the cooking vessels 
from Hare Harbor come from Structure 1 and the underwater deposits. 

Among the tin-glazed earthenware, several objects are comparable to Spanish produc-
tions in form and/or decorative style. They can therefore be considered majolica, and some 
are also similar to material found on the Red Bay and Middle Bay Basque whaling stations 
in the eastern Gulf of St. Lawrence. Of particular interest are two porringers with lobed 
lug handles, one of which is almost complete with only part of one handle missing (Fig. 
6.6c) of a form identical to those found on other Basque sites (Niellon 1986:32; Myles 2007: 
II:122–124). The complete vessel has a polychrome geometric design identical to a design 
motif known from an Aragonese majolica production center in Muel, Spain, just south of 
the Spanish Basque provinces and dated to the late sixteenth and very early seventeenth 
centuries. This porringer was found on top of one of the underwater ballast piles close to 
the site. The second porringer, found in a test pit on the land site, carries a monochrome 
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blue floral design that has also been identified among the Aragonese majolica production 
of Muel (Fig. 6.6d; Escribano Ruiz, personal communication; Iñañez, personal communi-
cation; Alvaro Zamora 2002:209). 
 

 
 

Figure 6.6. Selected ceramic vessels from Hare Harbor-1 excavations. (a) French cooking 
vessel with applied decoration, mid-sixteenth to mid-seventeenth century, found in un-
derwater Test Pit B-1, associated with a similar vessel, rope fragments, codfish and whale 
bones, and food remains (photo by Herzog 2009). (b) Normandy Stoneware Salted Food 
Storage Jar from the Domfront Region (sixteenth to early twentieth century) found par-
tially crushed in situ in Structure 1. Recovered from late seventeenth to early eighteenth 
century context associated with French glass bottles, various trade beads, Dutch clay pipe 
fragments, knife fragments, whetstones, and a large variety of other artifacts of unknown 
date, including possibly intrusive pottery and fine glassware from the early Basque sixteenth-
century occupation (photo by Marc Gadreau, 2003). (c) Spanish Majolica Porringer with 
bi-chrome geometrical decoration applied with double-brush technique (Muel, Aragon, 
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ca. 1530–1610) found underwater on the surface of the large ballast rock pile SP1/SP2 
(photo by A. Herzog 2009). (d) Spanish Majolica Porringer with monochrome blue floral 
decoration (Muel, Aragon, ca. 1530–1610) found in Test Pit 4 (2002) on the steep slope 
leading from the shore to Area 1, associated with fragments of a small majolica jug, a 
fragment of an Orange Micaceous Ware pocillo, sherds belonging to a large coarse earth-
enware cooking vessel, and various other coarse earthenware types (photo by A. Herzog 
2009). (e) Iberian Olive Jar, Middle Style (1570–1800), found on surface of the underwater 
sediments west of ballast SP-1 in 2008 (photo by A. Herzog 2009). 

 
Excavation of Structure 2 yielded other important majolica objects. Two sherds of a 

vessel of unknown form are luster decorated. Lusterware or refléjo metálico is a type of ma-
jolica produced in medieval Spain and popular as a prestige ceramic style up into the six-
teenth century, after which production declined rapidly. It received its name from the 
particularly lustrous decoration achieved by applying overglaze decoration using a pig-
ment containing silver or copper oxides to the vessel’s surface after initial decoration and 
firing. Lusterware was still produced in the seventeenth century and later but by that time 
had lost much of its prestige value (Lister and Lister 1987:47–48, 87–88). 

A few deteriorated majolica sherds that had been exposed to fire, found during exca-
vations of Structure 2, probably belong to a carinated bowl of a form derived from medie-
val times and regularly found on early Spanish colonial sites. Its decoration is also of 
typical hispano-mauresque type, and this bowl may thus be linked with the early occupa-
tion of the Hare Harbor site. 

The stoneware vessels found on the site are mostly Normandy Stoneware storage jars 
from the Domfront region in Normandy and most come from Structure 1 (Fig. 6.6b). Others 
were found in 2009 in association with the Inuit houses (Structures 4 and 5). Normandy 
Stoneware has been found on other Basque whaling sites, but in small quantities (Niellon 
1986:28–29; Gusset 2007:II:100–103). This type is more frequently associated with Norman 
cod-fishing or early French colonial sites (Chréstien and Dufournier 1995:260, 264–267; Dé-
carie 1999:107–111). At Hare Harbor, it seems to date to the later seventeenth- to early 
eighteenth-century occupation. Only one sherd of Brown Rhenish Stoneware was found, 
probably coming from a Bartmann bottle found in the Structure 2 area. 

Among the varied coarse earthenware collection, two other types could be identified as 
of Spanish origin: two sherds are attributed to Spanish olive jars, probably of the Middle 
Style and thus dated between ca. 1570 and 1800 (a more complete olive jar was also found 
in an underwater deposit during the 2008 excavations, Fig. 6.6e), and one sherd of a type 
called Orange Micaceous Ware, probably of a drinking vessel such as a pocillo, thus also 
linking the Hare Harbor site with Spanish Basque occupation. Several other types might 
be attributed to a Spanish origin, but the identification is as yet unclear. Among them, the 
second most frequent earthenware type found at Hare Harbor, represented by sherds of 
cream-white paste partially covered by a yellow-brown glaze, may actually be of Basque 
origin, as this type closely resembles a ceramic type manufactured at Bilbao during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This type is currently being studied by Basque archae-
ologists, but further analysis is necessary to confirm identification (Escribano Ruiz, personal 
communication; Loewen, personal communication). Others may be of French provenance, 
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such as three types that have been shown to have certain affinities with storage jars pro-
duced in Brittany and found on Newfoundland fishing locations used by Breton fisherman 
during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries (Pope, personal communication; Pope and Batt 
2008). Did Breton cod-fishing vessels also visit Petit Mécatina Island on Quebec’s LNS? Or 
did Basque fishermen take food supplies in Brittany when picking up salt for the cod-fishing 
season? Could some of the unidentified types come from other French regions, such as 
Normandy? Yet another type, represented by three fragments of a green-glazed arcaded 
chafing dish, is most probably from the Saintonge region in southwestern France and as-
sociated with the sixteenth- to early seventeenth-century occupation at Hare Harbor (Hurst 
1974:235, 247). 

The analysis of the Hare Harbor ceramic collection has thus far proven to be a complex 
enterprise. Evidence of a late seventeenth- to early eighteenth-century date as established 
by the presence of Dutch clay pipes, French glass bottles, and glass trade beads is chal-
lenged by the presence of ceramic types found in the same archaeological deposits that are 
identical to those of other Basque whaling stations occupied a century earlier, and by cer-
tain types and vessel forms usually encountered in sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century 
contexts. They also seem to point to various regions of origin in France and Spain. These 
finds raise questions as to whether Hare Harbor was used by different groups of fishermen 
over time, a situation that is not unusual at New World sites, many of which were subject 
to fierce competition among European fishermen. 

The distribution of the collection on the site also points to vocational differences. On 
the one hand, Structure 1 has so far yielded cookware as well as fragments of tableware, 
and this seems to indicate that food preparation and also consumption were of predomi-
nant importance during the early occupation of the area, a function that may well have 
prevailed during the second period, during which we find the Normandy stoneware stor-
age jars in this area. Work in the Structure 2–3 area, on the other hand, has yielded only a 
few ceramic objects, which generally are related to the earlier Basque occupation and thus 
are considered intrusive. The absence of ceramics related to food consumption contempo-
rary with the Structure 2 occupation may thus confirm the identification of this building 
as a workshop (smithy, cooperage), with clear indications for some tasks related to the 
whaling and fishing industry, such as repair of metal objects and cask assembly. The par-
ticular character of some of the earlier vessels, such as Lustreware, may actually hint at the 
presence of individuals of a higher social status during the early Basque-related occupation 
of the site. However, further analyses, using quantitative methods in conjunction with 
other elements of the material culture, are necessary to refine the picture of Hare Harbor’s 
history. 
 
Fish Remains 
 
The fish remains from Hare Harbor-1 were analyzed at the Brooklyn College Zooarchae-
ology Laboratory of the City University of New York. All bone elements were identified 
and recorded using the NABONE Zooarchaeological Database Recording System (McGov-
ern 2007). Selected elements were measured for size reconstructions. The archaeofauna al-
most in its entirety was composed of fish belonging to the cod family (Table 6.2) with only 
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one other bone present. Within the cod family, the majority of the elements belonged to 
the North Atlantic cod. Because fish bones were not distributed throughout the underwa-
ter stratigraphic profile and were found concentrated in one level, near the top of the pro-
file, it is almost certain that they accumulated during the ca. 1700 occupation rather than 
the late sixteenth-century occupation. 
 

Table 6.2. Identified fish remains from Hare Harbor-1 
Scientific name English common name NISP count % NISP 
Gadus morhua Atlantic cod 1,120 78.32 
Pollachius pollachius Pollack 25 1.75 
Melanogramus aeglfinus Haddock 2 0.14 
Gadidae, sp. Indet. Gadid family 282 19.72 
Rajidae sp. Ray family 1 0.07 
Total  1,430 100 

 
Cod for centuries has been a fish of great importance, fueling chiefly economies and 

connecting distant ports of trade (Perdikaris 1996, 1998, 1999, 2003; Perdikaris et al. 2003; 
Perdikaris and McGovern 2008a, b). Dried cod, a product that saw its early beginnings in 
Northern Norway before spreading westward, was quickly identified as a key commercial 
product. It gave rise to a good part of the medieval Hansa economic infrastructure and was 
later incorporated into the Basque seafaring tradition. 

The Hare Harbor fish bone material was examined for indicators of commercial pro-
duction and processing to determine whether cod was a processed product suitable for 
market or whether it was for local consumption. Archaeological signatures for identifying 
commercial processing have been identified in previous publications (Perdikaris 1996, 
1999), and the Hare Harbor-1 material was examined according to these protocols. While 
the sample size is modest, the numbers are enough to view the results generated from this 
data with confidence. The bones from Hare Harbor-1 were compared with a contemporary 
site from Iceland, Tjarnargata 3c, where a significant archaeofauna assemblage shows large 
amounts of fish processed for the commercial market (Perdikaris et al. 2002; Perdikaris 
2003). 

In looking at the overall skeletal element distribution, it is instantly apparent that Hare 
Harbor-1 is represented by cranial elements and very few postcranial or vertebral bones 
(Fig. 6.7). This pattern compares very well with the Tjarnargata assemblage. Figure 6.8 de-
picts the element distribution, comparing cranial and postcranial elements. 
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Figure 6.7. Faunal element distribution comparison between Hare Harbor-1 and Tjarna-
gata-3C (figure by S. Perdikaris, 2009). 

 

 
 

Figure 6.8. Comparison between cranial and vertebral (postcranial) elements of Gadus 
morhua (figure by S. Perdikaris, 2009). 

 
Both figures indicate a strong differential patterning. In the commercial trade, the body 

of the fish was the commercial product, whereas the head and proximal thoracic vertebra 
became the byproduct of this processing (Perdikaris 1996, 1998, 1999; Perdikaris and 
McGovern 2008a, b). The amount of thoracic and precaudal vertebra present changes ac-
cording to whether the fish were beheaded and dried in the round without the addition of 
salt, or were beheaded and split open, a method that can be used for fish that were dried 
either with or without salt. 
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In the split-open fish varieties, the head along with the thoracic vertebra and a few of 
the precaudal vertebra form the processing byproduct. The material from Tjarnargata 3C 
represents primarily fish that was dried in the round. As indicated in Fig. 6.9, the cod at 
Hare Harbor 1 points to a fish that was split open. The splitopen (bacalao) style product 
was a trademark of the Basque codfish trade, and the Hare Harbor-1 material well supports 
this interpretation. In looking at the size graphs (Figs. 6.10 and 6.11), we see that the Hare 
Harbor-1 fish were smaller than Tjarnargata fish, while their element recovery pattern is 
consistent with the split-open variety (Perdikaris et al. 2002; Perdikaris 2003). 
 

 
 

Figure 6.9. Vertebral series comparison between Hare Harbor-1 and Tjarnagata-3C (figure 
by S. Perdikaris, 2009). 

 

 
 

Figure 6.10. Gadus morhua dentary size reconstruction (figure by S. Perdikaris, 2009). 
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Figure 6.11. Gadus morhua premaxilla size reconstructions (figure by S. Perdikaris, 2009). 
 

It is also interesting to note that in this collection there were only 10 urohyal bones (the 
bone found in the tongue of the cod) for an approximate minimum of 42 individuals. This 
difference could indicate possible cod tongue extraction prior to discarding the heads, a 
practice that would not be unusual since the cod tongue remains a delicacy in many cod-
producing regions today. 
 
Whale and Mammalian Remains 
 
At the time of analysis of the mammalian remains in 2006–2008, it seemed that there was 
only one Basque occupation at Hare Harbor 1 and all bones were studied as a single unit. 
Identifiable bones did not survive in the acid soils of the surface site, and most other bones 
came from the fish bone horizon of the underwater site. Small amounts of waterfowl and 
seal bones are present in this collection, and in 2007 a cow bone was recovered. The near-
absence of harp seal bones suggests the Petit Mécatina Basque crews probably returned to 
Europe before the late fall harp seal migration. Whale bones were found exposed on the 
surface of the bottom as well as in excavations. It is likely that all whale bones sampled can 
be attributed to this context, which most likely belongs to the late sixteenth century com-
ponent and not ca. 1700. This supposition seems reasonable since by 1700 most of the large 
whales had been extirpated from the Gulf region, and fishing had become the dominant 
economy. 

The 2007 excavation in underwater Test Pit Z-1 (Fig. 6.12) revealed the articulated bones 
of the pectoral fin that had been severed from the body of a large whale during the butch-
ery process and dropped to the bottom. Several whale phalanges exposed elsewhere on 
the bottom had been sawn through their longitudinal axis, apparently as part of the pro-
cessing procedure. Most of the whale bones were restricted to the east side of the under-
water site, where the cove was deepest adjacent to a shore-side cliff. This distribution 
indicates that whales were towed into the harbor and were butchered beside the shore cliff, 
where their fins were cut off and discarded, dropping to the bottom in deep water where 
they would not foul the anchorage. After the blubber was removed, the remaining carcass 
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consisting of articulated ribs, vertebrae, and skull bones were, as at Red Bay, towed and 
dumped in the shallows at the inner end of the harbor, where we observed numerous 
whale bones embedded in the sea-floor. 
 

 
 

Figure 6.12. Articulated bones and map of a bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus) pectoral 
fin excavated from Hare Harbor-1 underwater site, unit TPZ-1, in 2007 (figure by E. Phan-
euf and F. Simard, 2008). 

 
Of a larger sample of baleen and whale bone analyzed from the land excavations, only 

three produced identifiable DNA whereas underwater samples generally had well-preserved 
DNA. Mitochondrial DNA analysis of the whale bone samples (n = 37) revealed that 36 of 
the bones were from bowhead whales (Balaena mysticetus), and a single specimen was from 
a humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) (Table 6.3). The mitochondrial haplotypes 
identified (n = 8) have been found previously in bone remains at Basque whaling sites 
along the coast of Quebec and Labrador (McLeod et al. 2008). DNA analyses also indicated 
that these samples came from at least seven different individuals. Since mitochondrial 
DNA analysis provides a very conservative estimate of the number of individuals, there 
could be several more within the sample set, and it is possible that Mécatina Basques were 
whaling on a regular basis. Absence of shore-based try-works indicates that rendering took 
place aboard ship, not on land as in most sixteenth-century sites. 
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Table 6.3. Results of mitochondrial cytochrome b analysis of bone specimens from Petit Mécatinaa 
Lab ID Field ID Species Cytochrome b haplotype 

WHB0552 Area 1N/1E Balaena mysticetus BMYCB3 
WHB0553 Area1 2E/1N Balaena mysticetus BMYCB3 
WHB0554 Area 2E/0N Balaena mysticetus BMYCB3 
WHB0555 Petit Mécatina underwater deposit Megaptera novaeangliae MNOCB1 
WHB0745 EdBt-3:1157 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB10 
WHB0747 EdBt-3:1159 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0751 EdBt-3:1457 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0753 EdBt-3:1459 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB13 
WHB0754 EdBt-3:1453 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0756 EdBt-3:1434 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB13 
WHB0757 EdBt-3:1435 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0759 EdBt-3:1437 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB13 
WHB0760 EdBt-3:1438 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0761 EdBt-3:1439 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB08 
WHB0762 EdBt-3:1440 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0763 EdBt-3:1441 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0764 EdBt-3:1442 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0765 EdBt-3:1443 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB08 
WHB0766 EdBt-3:1449 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0767 EdBt-3:1450 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB08 
WHB0768 EdBt-3:1475 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0771 EdBt-3:1445 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB07 
WHB0772 EdBt-3:1446 Balaena mysticetus Incomplete sequence 
WHB0774 EdBt-3:1448 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB08 
WHB0775 EdBt-3:1451 Balaena mysticetus BMYCB13 
aLab ID denotes the NRDPFC laboratory ID; Field ID denotes the Smithsonian excavation units or specimen 
catalog numbers. The first three samples come from the land deposits and the remainder from underwater 
contexts. 

 
Until relatively recently, sixteenth/seventeenth-century Basque whaling activities in the 

western North Atlantic have been thought responsible for substantially reducing the pop-
ulation size of the North Atlantic right whale (Eubalaena glacialis), an endangered species 
with about 300–350 individuals remaining (IWC 2001; Kraus et al. 2001, 2005). The identi-
fication of primarily bowhead whale specimens at this site corroborates previous research 
(Rastogi et al. 2004; McLeod et al. 2008) that Basques targeted the bowhead whale and not 
the right whale in the Strait of Belle Isle and Gulf region. The presence of the bowhead 
whale, an Arctic species with a distribution ranging from about 60°–85°N, this far into the 
Gulf of St. Lawrence during the occupation of this site (about 1690–1730) highlights ques-
tions that still remain regarding both the historical distribution of the species and historical 
climate characteristics during this time period (see McLeod et al. 2008). 
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Site History 
 
As noted above, stratified peat layers in the bog between Structure 1 and Structure 2/3 
reveal a sequence of at least 8–10 reoccupations of the site. The underwater stratigraphy 
provides a different kind of history, beginning with wood chips and debitage, indicating 
the initial occupation involved construction of site facilities such as workshops, piers, ship 
repair, or possibly small boats. This was followed by a period of whaling, and finally by 
market-oriented codfish production. Throughout the occupation, ballast piles accumu-
lated and multiplied and ceramic vessels were lost or discarded overboard along with 
shoes, leather garments, glass, rope, and large numbers of clay tiles broken in outbound 
voyages from Europe. The formation of 11 separate ballast piles suggests that multiple 
vessels used the anchorage cove, moored perpendicular to the shore (a common practice 
in southern European and Mediterranean harbors that helped maximize the number of 
ship berths), with a line ashore and an anchor to seaward. The larger central piles indicate 
the preferred mooring locations in the center of the site’s small cove; but on occasion, sev-
eral vessels must have been present simultaneously, requiring them to take less desirable 
berths in peripheral locations. We have considered but rejected the possibility that the 
stone piles are foundations for shore-fast pier pilings based on the steep inclination of the 
bottom, and depths up to 12 m, absence of pole stubs in the stone piles, the piles being too 
close together to accommodate vessels between piers, and lack of shore access due to steep 
cliffs at the shore end of the western piles. 
 
Basques and the Inuit in Grand Bay: Changing Geographic and Social Landscapes 
 
Samuel Robertson (1843:28), in a paper read in 1841 to the Literary and Historical Society 
of Quebec, considered the possibility of Inuit and Basque occupations along the Quebec 
LNS: 
 

“. . . there is no want of remains of buildings and tumuli [stone Inuit graves] of 
such ancient date [pre-Columbian], that tradition ascribes them to the Es-
quimeaux, which in one instance, at least, was false: this occurred three years 
ago, where a person had occasion to remove part of a ‘Terasse’, to make a garden. 
He found an iron instrument, of about eighteen inches in length, of a crooked 
form, which I conjectured to be a Cerp, such as were used [as vine-pruning tool?] 
300 years ago in Spain—if my supposition is right, the remains must have been 
those of the Basques, as the Norman and Breton countries are not vine countries.” 

 
This statement is prescient, for today Hare Harbor is known locally to the nearby French 
community of Tête à la Baleine as “Eskimo Harbor.” While the precise location of the LNS 
terrace garden Robertson is referring to is not known, the Hare Harbor site confirms his 
intuition of both Inuit and Basque occupations on this LNS coast. What Robertson specu-
lated might be a grape-pruning implement may more likely have been a whale butchering 
knife. Robertson’s report also indicates that LNS residents in the early 1800s were aware 
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of the Basque and Inuit history of their region, even though today all but the barest traces 
of this oral history have been lost. 

Other historical notes are less specific but convey graphic detail that may relate directly 
to Hare Harbor. In a 1729 report describing events of 1728, Martel de Brouague (1923:384) 
notes conflicts in the Strait of Belle Island and along the Quebec coast between various 
European groups and Native Inuit and Indians. In one instance, Brouague remarks on an 
Inuit family murdered “at Mécatina” by a party of “French and Indians” in which all were 
killed except a woman and young boy, who were sent to Quebec. 

The presence of Inuit and European artifacts dated to ca. 1700 at the Hare Harbor cook-
house, adjacent to Inuit winter dwellings whose floor deposits include both European and 
Inuit artifacts of a similar time period, and in one case Inuit toys, supports both the suppo-
sition of contemporaneity between these structures and the likelihood that the Europe-
ans—whether Basque or others—working at Hare Harbor employed Inuit families as camp 
assistants, hunters, and winter site custodians. The congruence of Brouague’s location and 
oral history of “Eskimo Harbor” lends further credence to the supposition that Hare Har-
bor may have been the site of the Mécatina incident of 1728. 

It is generally accepted that sixteenth-century Inuit movements into southern Labrador 
and the Straits were undertaken as raids to acquire European materials. These forays 
mostly took place in spring before Basque vessels began returning from Europe (Martijn 
1974, 1980; Martijn and Clermont 1980; Taylor 1980; Stopp 2002). During the early 1600s, 
after the decline of Basque voyaging, the Straits became at least a sporadic extension of the 
central Labrador Inuit settlement area (Fitzhugh 2009). Two multifamily Inuit winter 
house villages have been found in the Brador region, one probably dating to the eighteenth 
century (Dumais and Poirier 1994) and the other, found during our Gateways Project sur-
veys, probably dates to the sixteenth century (Fitzhugh 2009). The presence of these settle-
ments marks the beginning of a new phase of Inuit-European relationships in the Straits. 
By 1700, goals such as service employment, collaboration, and social reciprocity seem to 
have become attractive to Inuit as a safer way to engage the growing numbers and groups 
of Europeans operating in the Newfoundland-Gulf region. 

At the same time, this southward expansion opened up new settlement and subsistence 
resources and expanded opportunities for trade and obtaining European goods for these 
Inuit pioneers. However the geography of cultural relations between European agents and 
different Native players made such engagements in the country west of the Straits danger-
ous. Conflicts in the Gulf between European groups, between these groups and Native 
groups, and between European-Native alliance groups were frequent and unpredictable. 
These conditions would also have resulted in serious problems for Inuit as well as for their 
European patrons. Although not well studied, such conflicts in the seventeenth to nine-
teenth centuries are noted by Cleophas Belvin (2006), who indicates that political jurisdic-
tion of the LNS shifted back and forth between the French and English, officially and 
unofficially, resulting in periods of anarchy that attracted even American privateers. Evi-
dence of such activities may be reflected in the multiple burning and destruction episodes 
seen at Hare Harbor. 

One of the interesting issues raised by the diversity and widespread sources of 
Mécatina finds, as indicated especially in the ceramic analyses, is the question of “Basque” 
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attribution for the site’s European components. How do we identify the regional, ethnic, 
or political affiliation of an archaeological site of this type, with materials from many dif-
ferent European sources, given the multinational and increasingly “globalized” nature of 
European commerce in late seventeenth-century North Atlantic venturing? The 2009 exca-
vations provided clear evidence of a distinct sixteenth-century Basque horizon lying on 
sterile beach sands beginning at the eastern edge of the S-1 pavement. This 5–10 cm thick, 
greasy, charcoal-filled level contained numerous small cooking hearths whose bases were 
paved with broken, eroded, and charred earthenware sherds, and one hearth was sur-
rounded by large strips of baleen. These finds are unquestionably Basque, but their soil 
level contained relatively few tile fragments. Overlying this layer were 30–40 cm of highly 
fragmented tiles with few ceramic finds, relatively few nails, no stoneware, and a single 
large iron axe. On top of, between, and below the S-1 pavement, the assemblage was en-
tirely different, containing only a few pieces of earthenware but much Normandy stone-
ware, glass beads, nails, and other materials commonly found in eighteenth-century sites 
of a more northern, non-Iberian origin. Perhaps, this assemblage is not Basque but north 
Biscayan, Breton, Norman, or Jerseyian. But given considerable amounts of tile present in 
the above-floor pavement perhaps the voyages that produced these remains originated 
and were financed in the Spanish or French Basque region (accounting for the use of tiles 
and some earthenwares) but included other materials representing wider economic rela-
tions to the north. 

The stratigraphic evidence for whaling, followed by a focus on commercial cod fishing, 
conforms to the general development of fisheries in the Newfoundland-Gulf region. How-
ever, significant whaling activity seems to have ended in Gulf and Newfoundland waters 
after 1600, when the Dutch began pursuing whales along Labrador and further north. Both 
land and underwater deposits of the sixteenth-century Basque component contain strong 
evidence of whaling, while the seventeenth/eighteenth-century component and the Inuit 
houses with stoneware, clay pipes, and beads are associated with commercial cod fishing. 
It is possible that tiles and earthenware found on the S-1 cookhouse floor may have re-
sulted from mixing and site disturbance when the S-1 floor was constructed, but this does 
not explain the quantity of “fresh” tiles found in the cultural layer on top of the pavement. 
Given the sites’ many repeated occupations, which included refurbishing of existing struc-
tures, it may be difficult to resolve the questions surrounding the identification of these 
later occupations without direct historical documentation. But for the moment, continuing 
land and underwater archaeology at Hare Harbor is providing information about the pro-
visioning, economics, organization, and intercultural relations of Basque and other early 
occupations of the “forgotten Labrador” portion of the Western North Atlantic. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The evidence reported here contributes archaeological information supporting sixteenth-
century Basque and later European occupations of the “Grand Bay” region and provides 
settlement evidence for at least short-term year-round Inuit expansion into the Gulf during 
what was, from the Inuit perspective, the “favorable” (cooler) climate of the Little Ice Age. 
Hare Harbor also shows that Europeans (perhaps of Basque origin) and Inuit were 
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engaged—at least for a period around 1700—in a joint economic enterprise beneficial to 
both parties. Details of this collaboration remain to be discovered from ongoing excava-
tions of Inuit winter houses that appear to have been integral to the functioning of the later 
cod-fishing period of this site. The diverse features of the archaeological record now un-
folding at Hare Harbor may be seen as a microcosm of the larger field of environmental, 
social, and economic interactions that engaged diverse European and Native groups in an 
important “gateway” region of the New World. Once central to European interests, this 
region later became peripheral and geographically remote from westward-shifting Euro-
pean colonial endeavors and is still poorly known historically and archaeologically today. 
As indicated by this chapter, viewing its European and Native history through a landscape 
approach that combines maritime and underwater archaeology provides a fuller picture 
of the interplay of land and history by incorporating multiple lines of evidence, local and 
regional perspectives, and integration of land and maritime domains. The early history of 
this region is particularly well-suited to such an approach because much of its material 
record is preserved underwater in a cold-water environment and is relatively accessible in 
shallow harbors and bays. Because Basques lived and worked aboard their ships, their 
underwater middens, wrecks, and sunken chalupas contain a trove of archaeological data 
that, as shown at Red Bay and Hare Harbor, can be studied in association with their adja-
cent land sites to provide a fuller, more integrated, and wider landscape of early North 
American and European history. 
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