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FOREWARD 

Distribution of this volume marks the inception of a cultural 
resource publication series for the BLM in Oregon and Washington. The 
objective of the series is to inform the public and cultural resources 
professional community of the more significant efforts of the BLM toward 
the identification and management of cultural resource values in the 
Pacific Northwest. Topics to be addressed in the series include 
investigations of archaeological sites pertaining to the prehistoric and 
historic periods, historical research projects, and traditional 
activities still conducted today by the Northwest's Native Americans 
relevant to public land use issues. 

This first volume addresses one of the most important cultural 
resource sites BLM manages in Oregon, the Yaquina Head prehistoric 
archaeological site located in the Salem District. The site offers a 
wide range of values including (1) cultural (being of paramount interest 
to Indian peoples today), (2) scientific (being one of the more 
informative sites yet discovered on the Oregon coast in terms of 
prehistoric human lifeways), and (3) public (being a location already 
attracting thousands of persons a year primarily for its exceptional 
natural history values). Opportunities to the BLM at this site include 
protection of the heritage values in coordination with Indian peoples and 
interpretation of the rich Pacific Northwest cultural heritage for the 
general public. 

This report describes the findings of the first of three phases of 
archaeological excavations at the Yaquina Head vicinity. All three 
phases have been stimulated by recreational and associated development to 
accomodate the already heavy use of the area. A report on the second 
phase of fieldwork, conducted in 1988, will be published as the third 
volume in this BLM series and the recently completed 1989 third fieldwork 
phase will be reported later. 

Richard C. Hanes 
Series Editor 
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ABSTRACT 

Archaeological investigations were sponsored by the Bureau of Land 
Management in 1986 at a prehistoric archaeological site (35LNC62) at the 
tip of Yaquina Head, a prominent headland on the central Oregon coast. 
The results of these investigations indicate that this locality was 
occupied between 5000 and 2000 years ago, making this the second oldest 
archaeological site so far documented on the Oregon Coast. Two cultural 
components were identified at the prehistoric settlement on Yaquina Head. 

The Yaquina I component is represented by cultural materials recovered 
from below a marine shell midden, and is estimated to date from approxi­
mately 5000 to 3200 BP. Initial evidence of the use of the headland by 
prehistoric peoples was sparse, and during Yaquina I times the site 
apparently functioned as an occasional summer encampment. Faunal remains 
indicate that animals from both marine and terrestrial habitats were 
hunted by the site's inhabitants during this period. 

The Yaquina II component contains evidence of more intensive use of 
the headland, including exploitation of marine molluscs, and is estimated 
to date from 3200 to 2000 BP. During this period Yaquina Head was the 
setting of a village containing semisubterranean housepits that was occu­
pied throughout the year. A wide range of subsistence and manufacturing 
activities took place at the site, and faunal remains indicate that a 
variety of resources was exploited, including animals from terrestrial 
habitats, as well as shoreline, nearshore, and offshore marine environ­
ments . 

Yaquina II includes cultural materials from two strata: the marine 
shell midden, and a non-shell sandy deposit that both overlies the shell 
midden and borders it on three sides. These strata were observed to 
interfinger in the excavation units and in the exposed cliff face. This 
situation, together with the radiocarbon dates obtained from this site, 
indicates that deposition of both these strata took place at the same 
time. Evidence of the marine oriented adaptation of the site's pre­
historic inhabitants was recovered from both the shell midden and the 
non-shell sandy deposit. This evidence is significant, as it challenges a 
current theory that archaeological sites along the coastal margin that 
lack shell deposits were occupied by peoples with a terrestrially oriented 
adaptation. 

By 2000 years ago, the settlement on Yaquina Head had been abandoned, 
perhaps as a result of changing conditions at the headland caused by 
erosional forces. It is possible that occupation shifted at this time to 
two smaller shell middens (35LNC49 and 35LNC50) situated to the east in 
the lee of the headland. Analysis of cultural materials recovered during 
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previous testing by Oregon State University indicates that these sites 
contain generally similar evidence of occupation, but that occupation of 
these shell middens occurred after the abandonment of the archaeological 
site at the tip of Yaquina Head. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This report describes the results of archaeological investigations 
at Yaquina Head, a prominent headland on the central Oregon coast. 
This headland is famous for being the location of the tallest active 
lighthouse along the Oregon coast. The station was built in 1872-1873, 
and the light first displayed its beacon on August 20, 1873. The 
lighthouse and an associated residential complex were operated by the 
U.S. Coast Guard until 1976. Eventually, all residential structures 
were removed, and the lighthouse became part of the the Yaquina Head 
Outstanding Natural Area administered by the Secretary of the Interior 
through the Bureau of Land Management. 

A survey of the lighthouse facility at Yaquina Head in 1975 
identified two possible archaeological sites, one of which was thought 
possibly to represent a prehistoric shell midden, located to the north 
and east of the lighthouse (Cole 1975). Proposed improvements to the 
parking facilities used by visitors to the lighthouse prompted an 
evaluation of the archaeological resources on the headland in 1985-1986 
(Philipek 1985, 1986a). The existence of an extensive archaeological 
site on Yaquina Head was confirmed at this time. This site was sub­
sequently determined eligible for inclusion in the National Register of 
Historic Places based on its potential for contributing significant 
information concerning Oregon coast prehistory (Philipek 1986b). 

In response to an apparent acceleration in the erosion of the site 
area along the north face of the headland, the Bureau of Land Manage­
ment sponsored a program of archaeological investigations in 1986 as a 
means of mitigating the loss of information about prehistoric lifeways 
contained in this site's cultural deposits (Philipek 1986b). The 
objectives of these investigations were to recover cultural materials 
that could be used to determine the age and function of this site and 
establish its significance in regional prehistory. The procedures and 
results of the archaeological investigations carried out during this 
project are described in this report. 

LOCATION AND SETTING 

Yaquina Head is located 5 km north of the City of Newport, in 
Lincoln County on the central Oregon coast (Figure 1-1). This promi­
nent headland is situated west of Agate Beach, in the NE-1/4 of Section 
30, T10S, R11W, Willamette Meridian. The archaeological site on 



Figure 1-1. Location of 35LNC62 on Yaquina Head north of Newport (USGS 
Yaquina 15' quadrangle, 1957). 
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Figure 1-2. View of Yaquina Lighthouse complex prior to 1925 showing a 
number of structures in the vicinity of 35LNC62 (from the 
files of the Bureau of Land Management, Salem District). 

Yaquina Head is located on the exposed, narrow tip of the headland, 
with the Pacific Ocean to the north, west, and south. The site, which 
apparently extends across the top of the headland from the north to the 
south face, is situated roughly between the lighthouse and the 
visitors' parking lot. 

In conjunction with the building of the lighthouse in 1872-1873, a 
large three-story keeper's residence and barn were constructed near the 
base of the lighthouse (Figures 1-2 and 1-3). In 1925, the barn was 
moved to the east to make room for a second house. The original 
three-story residence was replaced in 1938 by another house. Both of 
these structures served as living quarters for lighthouse personnel 
until a few years ago (Bureau of Land Management 1983:16). A low 
volume spring, located on the headland approximately 165 m to the east 
of the site, provided fresh water during the lighthouse occupation, and 
was presumably used by the prehistoric inhabitants of Yaquina Head as 
well. 

The flora and fauna at Yaquina Head are rich and varied, and for 
this reason the headland was congressionally designated an Outstanding 
Natural Area in 1980. The top of the headland around the lighthouse, 
excluding the portion within the visitors' parking lot, is now covered 
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