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Archaeological Survey Note 2006-02:  

Stone Circle Testing Procedures 
 

Stone circles, representing the former locations of tipi encampments, are widely dispersed throughout 
Alberta’s grasslands and frequently are encountered during HRIAs conducted in this region. Sufficient 
research has now occurred (see background) that a standardized approach to recording and testing can 
be established as having the greatest probability of recovering information to identify those stone circles 
(tipi rings) that contain significant associated buried material remains and, therefore, warrant additional 
mitigation by virtue of their high information potential. 
 
1.  Stone circles that will not be impacted are to remain undisturbed by archaeological testing. 
Avoidance measures may be planned in advance of testing procedures. 
 
2.  Areas of impact such as rights-of-way adjacent to or near stone circle sites will be shovel tested to 
determine whether or not buried material culture remains are present. 
 
3.  Stone circles that cannot be avoided will be mapped and tested as follows: 

(a) All stone circles will be subject to feature mapping and, where appropriate, tied to site features 
outside the impact zone. Rock depth information will not be necessary at this stage. 

(b) All stone circles will tested be with a 1 x 2 m controlled excavation unit; stone circles larger 
than 7 m in diameter will be tested with a 2 x 2 m unit.  The excavation unit will be placed to 
straddle approximate ring centre and extend generally eastward. 

 
4. The Archaeological Survey anticipates that for stone circles (tipi rings) that yield diagnostic materials 
(projectile points, ceramics, metal artifacts), the consultant archaeologist will submit a recommendation 
for full feature excavation.  For stone circles that yield unusual materials (e.g., a large volume of 
obsidian flakes, a high density of tools such as end scrapers, etc.), the Archaeological Survey will 
entertain recommendations for additional investigations which may be less than full feature excavation. 
 
5.  While it is expected that consulting archaeologists will adhere to these standards, the Archaeological 
Survey will entertain suggestions for alternative research strategies.   
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Background: 
 
1.  Despite almost 30 years of innovative research by Alberta archaeologists, the sample of phase-
assigned stone circles remains low, inhibiting our understanding of land use within a cultural-historical 
framework.  The recovery of diagnostic materials is thus emphasized to justify additional work. The 
recovery of dateable material is seen to enhance, but not replace, the discovery of diagnostic material in 
this assessment of site value. 
 
2.  John H. Brumley and Barry J. Dau (1988: Historical Resources Investigations Within the Forty Mile 
Coulee Reservoir.  Archaeological Survey of Alberta Manuscript Series No. 13) demonstrated that the 
greatest density of diagnostics is located near the hearth and in the inner part of the stone circle to the 
east. 
 
3.  Alison Landals (Wendy J. Unfreed et al. 2000: Historical Resources Impact Mitigation Express 
Pipeline Ltd. Express Pipeline Project Section 20-42-9-W4M To Section 5-1-2-W4M Volume II (part I) 
of V.  employed a 1 x 2 m excavation unit placed as indicated above and calculated that fully 30% of 
tested stone circles would be classified as moderate to rich in terms of artifact yield.  This suggests that 
conventional auger and shovel testing has seriously underestimated the potential of stone circles to yield 
valuable data. 
 
4.  Barry J. Dau (2005: An Evaluation of Three Methodologies for the Preliminary Excavation of Stone 
Circles. Manuscript CRM214 on file, Archaeological Survey, Edmonton) undertook a comparison of 
auger testing, shovel testing, and 1 x 2 m unit testing superimposed on 25 stone circle plans where 
artifacts had been piece-plotted.  Of the five features that contained projectile points, the 1 x 2 m test 
found four; auger and shovel testing recovered only one projectile point each.  Further, Dau (2005:34) 
found that the total number of artifacts found employing the central 2 m2 unit exceeded the results from 
10 random shovel tests equalling 2.5 m2  total area.  However, because the 1 x 2 m unit is situated in the 
hearth area, it must be dug in a controlled manned so the results can be integrated with subsequent 
excavation units. 
 
5.  It is recognized that artifacts may cluster against the stone circle ring walls as a result of cleaning 
activity, or may occur in clusters around hearths located outside the stone circle in warm weather.  That 
is, the required stone circle testing regime represents a practical approach to discovering stone circles 
worthy of further excavation, and does not pretend to answer all the problems involved with site 
sampling; the Archaeological Survey will entertain well-reasoned arguments from consulting 
archaeologists to deviate in specific instances from the standard established in this Survey Note. 
 


