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Abstract: A long-term relationship between Ranmgifer and humans is documented in three case studies: the Canadian
Barrenlands (8000 years ago to Historic period), Ice-Age France (11 000-19 000 years ago) and Mesolithic Russia (7000-
10 000 years ago). Ancient human and herd migration occurted in all areas, based upon Rangifer remains and seasonal
variations in tools along reconstructed migration routes, with few if any hunting camps outside the routes. An April peak
of ancient human births is inferred from the historic record where we see births occurring nine months after peak nutri-
tional states in herds and people. The origin of reindeer domestication and breeding in Eurasia is discussed.
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Introduction

For most of the year, the Barrenlands are empty —
devoid of movement from freeze up to breakup
except for windblown snow. In spring, caribou come
north from the forest to their calving ground. In late
spring, the crash of ice pans and chimes of falling
candle ice signal river breakup, followed by the calls
of ducks, geese and other birds landing on their nest-
ing grounds. In late summer, immense caribou herds
of bulls, cows and calves return to the forest, form-
ing a moving carpet, flowing over knolls, ravines and
water. With them go wolves, scavengers, and the
greatest predator of all — man. In autumn all disap-
pear. The land returns to empty tundra save for some
stragglers scutrying to avoid getting caught by the
white death of winter.

For people that have lived on Earth, Rangifer was
the most important game for more than a million
years. It dominated numerically and geographically,
and was used by people more intensively than any
other animal. It was more important than North
American or Ice-Age European wild cattle, bison,
mammoth, mastodon or horse. It was more impor-
tant than seals and whales in all the oceans; more
important than red deet, black and white-tailed deer,
moose and elk. It was more important than the great

Rangifer, Special Issue No. 14, 2003

Rangifer, Special Issue No. 14: 15-28

Aftican herds of antelope, zebra and gazelle. It and
its hunters occupied half the land north of the equa-
tor (Fig. 1). Its bond with man cannot be overem-
phasized when we consider the extensive circumpo-
lar distribution of its tundra and woodland forms in
the New and Old Worlds (Banfield, 1961; Spiess,
1979). Whether woodland or tundra, Rangifer could
be hunted year-round by herd-followers. It yielded
flesh like other animals, but both sexes provided bet-
ter antler for tools, warmer fur for clothing and bet-
ter sinew for sewing than other deer. Domestic rein-
deer also provided milk and transportation
(Schefferus, 1674; Bogoras, 1904-9: 86, 90; Ingold,
1980: 107).

Ancient evidence

Earliest indications for caribou in North America
include a 1.6 million year-old tooth from Fort
Selkirk, Yukon, a 45 500 year-old cranial fragment
from Sixtymile, Yukon, and a 40 600 year-old antler
from the St. Antonin moraine near Riviére-du-Loup,
Québec (C. R. Harington, pets. comm., 2001). Signs
of the earliest interaction with man consist of a 11
300 year-old man-made antler punch from Hunker
Creek near Dawson City, and a scatter of bone and
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projectile points just below the plow zone at the
Udora site in southern Ontario, estimated to date 10
000-10 550 years ago (Storck & Spiess, 1994). The
eatliest documented caribou hunt is at the stratified
Migod site water crossing on the Dubawnt River in
the Beverly range of the Barrenlands, dating 8000
years (Gordon, 1976). Here and at several locations
on the Thelon River, two meter deep cultural levels
have abundant bone and stone tools. The stratified
nature of these sites confirms hunters and herd used
the same water-crossings year after year. Subherds
were hunted at smaller crossings up and down the
range.

In the Bathurst range to the west, late prehistoric
Copper Inuit even built domed huts from bull antler
for drying meat in the ever-present wind (Gordon,

hunted much earlier by Neanderthal almost one-half
million years ago in Sussenborn, Germany (Banfield,

1961). Hunting continued through the Middle and

Upper Palaeolithic, with intense dependence in the

Magdalenian (Gordon, 1988b). It is uncertain when
domestication of reindeer began. According to the

diffusion theory reindeer domestication began east of
the Urals and spread to other groups (Sirelius, 1916;
TLaufer 1917 (1974); Hatt, 1918; Aronsson, 1991)
after wild herds spread from Siberia to Scandinavia.
It proceeded gradually as hunters bonded with herds,
taming small groups as lure animals and for riding
and transport. The latter practices are still followed
by forest and tundra Evenks, with heavy taiga rein™
deer breeding in the 18th century. To the west,
Siberians used reindeer traction for sleds year-round,

1986a,b,c; 1988). AtNadlok Island or Crossing-place- With 2-3 animals in winter and up to 5 in summer.
of-deer, about 3500 antlers were used to roof each of  The evolution theory on the other hand argues for

four huts (Fig. 2 & Gordon, 1995).

Old World reindeer are probably more recent than
caribou (C. R. Harington, pers. comm., 2001), but
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independent domestication in different areas
(Wiklund, 1919; Mulk, 1994; Storli, 1994; 1996)
based on the fact that reindeer are easily tamed, as
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