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Brumley Can Dig it
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Members of the Milk River Archaeological Society weren’t enthused about a 12-year-
old coming to their meetings, as they were organizing in Havre in the early ‘6os.
But the cool reception didn’t bother young John Brumley. He found the meetings
intriguing.

Any reluctance to include the boy vanished two months later when
Brumley made a major archeological find - what’s known now as Wahkpa Chugn
Archaeological Site, the most extensive and best-preserved buffalo bone deposit in
the northern plains. Over the decades since, Brumley’s life has remained entwined
with Wahkpa Chu'gn, sometimes more and sometimes less. But mention the name
John Brumley to State Archaeologist Stan Wilmoth or any other archaeologist in
Montana and the words “Wahkpa Chu’gn” come out as surely as a candy bar emerges
after you put a coin into a vending machine’s slot.

Brumley, now a tall, bearded fellow who manages the buffalo kill site with
his wife Anna, recalled his long-ago discovery, during a tour of the bowl-shaped
archeological site behind Havre’s Holiday Village Mall.

“I started asking around to see if people knew of any archaeological sites near
here. My next door neighbor, who was kind of a rockhound, told me, ‘I heard a story
that when the railroad went through down by the highway department buildings that
they took out a lot of buffalo bones.

“So I came over here by myself,” continues Brumley with a chuckle, “hunting
rabbits and looking for archaeological sites at the same time.” He didn’t get a rabbit,
but he found plenty of bison bones in a draw.

Archaeologist John Brumley stands in front of layers of bison bone and explains
what a bison’s jaw and teeth told about its age, Wahkpa Chug’n Archaeological Site,
Havre, MT.



“What’s going on here?” he wondered. And then he saw
atool, a stone knife about three inches long. “Hmm. I know I've
got something here,” he remembers thinking.

“It was a very, very beautiful little stone knife. I think we
found all of about three of those knives in this whole site, and
that’s probably the nicest one of them,” he says. “It was one of
the better made, nice in material, complete, not broken.”

He offers an aside. “A lot of
stuff archeologists find is broken.
You know, we're nothing more than
glorified garbage pickers. This stuff
we find is just stuff that was lost or
thrown away.”

When Brumley took his
knife to the group’s next meeting,
the club checked it out and then
told archaeologists. Excavation
and a report, one of the pioneering
studies in Montana archaeology,
followed.

After that, nobody seemed to care how old Brumley was.
When the club had a chance to work with the Smithsonian
Institution on a project a few years later, someone made it
a condition that they include Brumley among their young
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ABOVE: John Brumley throws a dart with an atlatl. The atlatl was
used to kill corraled bison at Wahkpa Chug’n Archaeological
Site, Havre, MT. BELOW: Roasting hearth used for calves
dovetails neatly with Blackfeet oral traditions, Wahkpa Chug’n

Archaeological Site, Havre, MT.

summer temps. By the end of the
summer, Brumley’s course was set.
Even before he had completed his
master’s degree at the University
of Calgary he had begun doing
archaeological consulting, a job
he continues today, assisted by
his wife, under the name of Ethos
Consultants. “People don't realize
this, but a good part of archaeology
is done by private consulting,
Brumley remarks.

“What we do most of the
time is what I call ‘bread and butter archaeology’ It’s a lot of
gas wells, oil wells, road projects, telephone cable projects,’
says Brumley. But sometimes instead of rescuing artifacts from
destruction, he studies what have become his specialty areas,



A'lot of stuff archeologists find is broken. You know, we're
nothing more than glorified garbage pickers. This stuff we
find is just stuff that was lost or thrown away.”

such as bison Kkills, tipi rings, campsites, medicine wheels, and seasonal use of sites.
He’s a gadget guy, so he’s also come up with a couple archeological tools.

Sometimes discovery comes by trowel, sometimes by printed page. Perhaps
Brumley’s most thrilling moment as an archaeologist came in connection with
Wahkpa chugn’s display house number five. Though an abundance of water-cracked
rock at the site shows that people usually cooked by lining a pit with a hide, pouring
in water, then dropping in hot stones to raise a boil, one pit with stones was different.
Fire-reddened earth spoke of intense heat, and Brumley suspected a cooking style
more like a Montana luau.

Brumley’s suspicions were confirmed when he read an ethnographer’s report
of Blackfeet oral traditions.

“They would lay a calf on a platform, add heated stones, put loose earth on
top of them and let it cook. The example they used was specifically for calves, these
unborn and newborn calves. I'm sure they could have used it for other things as well,”
says Brumley.

“Actually, we did find bones for an unborn bison calf associated with that. We
also found charred pieces that we think are willow, to lay down there as a mat to put
the meat on.” A perfect match. “It doesn’t get much better than that in archaeology,”
he says with satisfaction.

As managers of Wahkpa Chug'n, Brumley and Anna train the guides who take
visitors through the site each summer. In the display houses, soon to be overhauled,
people can see cross sections of the bone beds, still in place. They also see evidence
of flimsy corrals, where people used atlatls or arrows to finish off injured bison they'd
driven over the hill. “They were resourceful people,” says Brumley with admiration.
He demonstrates how an atlatl works, then concludes, “I'd go hungry the way I threw
today.”

Anotherarcheologist launched by the Milk River Archeological Group, recently
retired National Park Service archeologist Anne Johnson of Missoula, applauds the
Brumleys’ dedication to Wahkpa Chugn. “John and his wife Anna basically kept that
place alive.”

Decades after he got his start in archaeology, Brumley’s passion hasn’t dimmed.
When he thinks about retirement, he envisions “doing the things in archaeology that
[ want to do.”

“Archaeology is my vocation and my avocation,” he says. He also dabbles in
hunting and fishing, and enjoys travel with Anna. Of course, they usually take in a
few archeological sites on the way.

As archeologist Johnson says, “John really likes archaeology.” oM

~Writers and photographers Craig & Liz Larcom cover travel and
the outdoors for national, regional and state magazines. They
live in Great Falls, MT.
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