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Sensational discovery at Indigenous site in Saskatchewan:
Bisons uncover archaeological find in Wanuskewin
Prairie bison reintroduced in 2019 to Wanuskewin - a culturally historic Indigenous site just outside Saskatoon in Saskatchewan, Canada - were instrumental in uncovering a never-before-seen archaeological find, as Wanuskewin CEO Darlene Brander revealed last week. By wallowing in the dust, the animals uncovered a boulder containing petroglyphs some 1,000 years old, including the prehistoric tool once used to carve them into the stone.  
The petroglyphs reveal fascinating information about the Indigenous Peoples of the Northern Plains who settled in the area more than 6,400 years ago. "Many centuries ago, the person who made the petroglyphs carved his/her legacy into this rock. Their discovery is a testament to how sacred and important this land is," said Darlene Brander.
Only about two years ago, a small herd of prairie bison returned to Wanuskewin in the Opimihaw Valley in Saskatchewan's Northern Plains after an absence of more than 150 years as part of a $40 million reintroduction project. While prairie bison roamed the region's vast grasslands in their millions just 200 years ago, they had almost completely disappeared from the scene here as a result of intensive hunting following colonization in the late 19th century.
Already in 2020, the new herd's dust browsing, in which bison roll in the grass and form dust pits, exposed a site containing a buried boulder with conspicuous markings. Dr. Ernie Walker, chief archaeologist and co-founder of Wanuskewin, quickly realized the find was a petroglyph, an image carved into the stone. During further excavation, Dr. Walker also found the stone knife that had once been used to carve the image into the stone in close proximity to the site. Both were placed directly on the route to a former "Buffalo Jump" - cliffs used by Indigenous peoples of the prairie to plunge bison to their deaths during drive hunts.
After this first find, Dr. Walker and his team discovered three more petroglyphs of various shapes, sizes, and patterns, including an incised depiction of a "ribstone," which is found in the rock art of the "Hoofprint Tradition" and is associated with bison and bison hunting. It shows, on top of the ribs of a bison, a "lifeline" leading from the mouth to the heart. It is estimated that these petroglyphs are between 300 and 1,800 years old, but in the context of local historical events, probably have an age of around 1,000 years.
Experts agree that the contiguous finding of four petroglyphs at once is extremely rare. However, it is even rarer to find at the same time the carving tool with which they were made. What is really remarkable, however, is the participation of the bison. Had they not been reintroduced to their ancestral homeland, this important scientific discovery would have remained hidden.
Wanuskewin is one of Canada's National Historic Sites and is awaiting designation as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Located on historic Dakota First Nation land on the South Saskatchewan River in Saskatchewan, the park has nearly 4.5 square kilometers of land. For thousands of years, the area has been a gathering place for Indigenous peoples of the Northern Prairies. In recent decades, numerous archaeological finds have been uncovered here, including buffalo jumps, ancient campsites, tipi rings and the world's northernmost medicine wheel.
"We have been very fortunate to have these wondrous stories emerge over the years to share with the world," Brander enthuses. "It's our duty to share these stories as a call for reconciliation by illuminating the diverse and beautiful cultures of the peoples of the Northern Plains."
Led by Dr. Walker and his fellow researchers, Wanuskewin is considered Canada's longest-running archaeological dig, which has now yielded nearly 200,000 artifacts, including teeth, bones, tools, pottery, shells, charcoal and seeds. Many of these finds are even older than the ruins of Rome and the pyramids of Egypt.
Wanuskewin is a nonprofit that relies on public and private donations to continue its invaluable work of preserving and honoring the culture of the Indigenous peoples of the Northern Prairies. Open to visitors year-round, the park features beautiful trails with such resonant names as "Path of the People" and "Trail of the Bison", a teepee village, an exhibit complete with art gallery, a restaurant serving traditional Indigenous foods, as well as dance performances and interactive programming that provides guests with an exciting and authentic glimpse into the lives and cultures of the Indigenous peoples who have called this area home for centuries. In the spring of 2022, visitors will not only be able to visit the site where the petroglyphs were found, but also enjoy the bison's offspring.
Further information on Wanuskewin and Saskatchewan can be found at www.wanuskewin.com as well as www.tourismsaskatchewan.com. 
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