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The Oconto Site lies on a sand and gravel ridge about 150 yards from the Oconto 
River at the western limits of the City of Oconto, Wisconsin (Sec. 24, T. 28W., R. 
21 E.). Grass, brush, and a few groves of trees provide the vegetal cover for 
this area on the banks of the river.

Unfortunately, the city dump for Oconto was located immediately to the north of 
the site for many years. Some of this fill probably extended onto portions of 
the site. Recent actions by preservationists have finally succeeded in stopping 
this landfill. At the present time, grass and brush have regrown over the area. 
Thus, although parts of the site may have been destroyed by this operation, at 
least there presently exists some sense of the environment as it must have been 
in prehistoric times.

Prior to the beginnings of the landfill operation, another enterprise contributed 
greatly to a destruction of a western portion of the site. During the 1920's, 
a commercial gravel company removed much of the cemetery and perhaps the entire 
living area. These two operations combined with the fact that the undisturbed 
portions of the site have already been excavated--mean that, with the possible 
exception of a few intact burials, probably little remains in situ which would 
warrant any further archeological exploration.

Nevertheless, the site's importance in initially giving archeologists insight into 
the Copper Culture and its role in the history of North American archeology still 
make it worthy of preservation--even if it serves a wholly commemorative function. 
Presently owned by the State of Wisconsin (Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources) and the City of Oconto, the site operates as a public park which is 
awaiting further development. A dirt road cuts through the park and leads to a 
circle of posts surrounding a small mound which contains a plaque in its center 
describing the prehistoric importance of the property. The mound was not built 
by the prehistoric inhabitants and serves merely as a marker indicating the 
vicinity of the site. A building relating to the early history of the area falls 
within landmark boundaries but is intrusive to the landmark. Similarly, the 
roads, picnic areas, trails, etc. (Refer to Map B.) projected as integral parts 
of the park's development are extraneous to the landmark.

The Excavations

The Oconto Site was first discovered by 13-year-old Donald Baldwin while digging 
in the abandoned gravel quarry in 1952. Archeologists were quickly made aware 
of the discovery, and Reuben La Fave and George Hall of the Oconto County 
Historical Society began test excavations. When this initial investigation 
revealed burials accompanied by copper artifacts, Robert Ritzenthaler and Arthur 
Niehoff of the Milwaukee Public Museum became interested and began excavations 
as part of the program of the Wisconsin Archeological Survey. Two areas of the 
site were excavated--one at the eastern edge of the gravel and the other on a 
small island left in the center of the pit.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
A manifestation of the Late Archaic period, the Oconto Site is a cemetery of the 
Old Copper Culture people who occupied the northern Midwest about 2500 B.C. Twenty- 
one burials associated with a large percentage of copper artifacts were unearthed 
during excavations at the site in 1952.

The Old Copper Culture had been known for many years from surface collections, but 
it was not until 1945 with the discovery of the Osceola Site that the copper 
artifacts, known to be rather old because of a very heavy patina, were associated 
with a lithic-shell-bone-antler complex and burial customs. Oconto, discovered in 
1952, was the second recorded Old Copper Culture site. As such, it helped to 
establish the characteristics of this cultural complex in greater detail. Its 
central location in the area generally regarded as the place of origin of the Old 
Copper Culture made it especially valuable for the elaboration of this trait list. 
Among the important insights revealed by the excavation of Oconto was the fact 
that the inhabitants of the site employed a great diversity of burial positions.

Oconto also provided radiocarbon dates of 5600 B.C. and 7500 B.C. for the Old 
Copper Culture. Although these dates have since been discredited, they stirred up 
a great deal of interest during their time; for they were the oldest dates for 
cultural materials in eastern North America and were thought to represent the 
earliest known inhabitants of Wisconsin as well as the earliest known metalsmiths 
in the world. The most recent dates from Oconto, as well as from other similar 
sites, indicate that the Old Copper Culture people inhabited the area about 3000 
to 2000 B.C. The culture has been shown to represent a Late Archaic manifesta­ 
tion with copper tools and technology as added traits.

The Oconto Site now operates as a public park. Although most of the site has been 
destroyed by landfill, gravel quarrying, and previous excavations, it nevertheless 
remains worthy-of preservation because of the role it played in the archeology of 
the North American Archaic.

The Old Copper Culture

For many years, the copper artifacts of the northern Midwest attracted a great deal 
of attention because their abundance was such a unique phenomenon in North America.

(Continued)
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The excavations revealed 21 rectanguloid to elliptical burial pits, generally 
measuring about 2 by 4% feet. The pits extended down about 2% feet below the 1952 
surface, but their level of origin could not be discerned in the sand. They showed 
up only when they extended into the gravel layer underlying the sand. One burial 
pit contained nothing, eleven contained a single individual, seven contained two 
individuals, one contained three, and one contained five. Extended, flexed, 
partially flexed, and bundle burials were present, sometimes in the same burial 
pit. Eight circular cremation pits some containing more than one individual-­ 
were also excavated. Thus, the site yielded about 45 individuals. Assuming that 
the portions of the site destroyed by the gravel quarry between the two excavated 
areas possessed the same concentration of burials, Ritzenthaler estimates that the 
site may have contained as many as 200 individuals.

Associated with the burials were numerous artifacts. Those made of copper include: 
7 awls, 4 crescents, 3 clasps, 1 socketed-tang point, 1 fishtail tang, point, 1 
ovoid point with broken tang, 1 fishhook, 1 bracelet, a section of tubing spirally 
coiled, a rivet, a spatula, and 4 small unidentified pieces. Two points and a 
triangular scraper were the only chipped-stone artifacts found with the burials. 
Four other points and ten more copper awls were found in the sand layers above 
the graves. Bone artifacts in the burial pits include a whistle made from a swan 
liumerus and an awl from a fish mandible. Pond snail beads, a fresh water clam 
whose nearest present source is the Mississippi, and a whelk shell native to the 
Southern Atlantic Coastal States illustrate the use of shell and the presence of 
trade in order to obtain certain materials. Two lumps of hematite, and some 
turtle and duck bones were also unearthed during the excavations of the graves. 
Many of these artifacts are housed at the Oconto County Historical Society Museum 
in Oconto, Wisconsin.

Although the site is mainly a cemetery, numerous post molds were recorded and 
mapped during the excavation. Many were of uniform size--about .8 feet in 
diameter. Two contained fragments of charcoal. Three or four holes would some­ 
times line up, but no significant discernible pattern was revealed.
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These copper artifacts did not correspond to the forms which were known to be 
associated with certain Woodland cultures. Their characteristic deep erosional 
patina caused archeologists to postulate an early time horizon for them.

The discovery of the Osceola Site in 1945 and the Oconto Site in 1952 enabled 
archeologists to relate these copper implements to a lithic-shell-bone-antler 
complex and to burial practices. The variety of burial positions at Oconto 
illustrated how diverse these practices were. The excavation of shell not native 
to the Wisconsin area implied the existence of trade. Radiocarbon dates of 5600 
B.C. and 7500 B.C. from Oconto confirmed the initial convictions concerning the 
antiquity of the culture. As mentioned previously, these initial dates caused 
archeologists to consider the Old Copper Culture People as the earliest in Wisconsin 
and as the first metalsmiths in the world.

Subsequent dates of Copper Culture sites and the most recent date for Oconto 
(2590 B.C.) point out the inaccuracies of the first dates and the statements which 
follow from them. The Oconto date is still the earliest Old Copper Culture date, 
but it does not predate the metalworking practices in the Old World. Moreover, 
geological data indicates that Oconto could not have been occupied 7000 to 9000 
years ago. And typological comparisons mark similarities between artifacts from 
Oconto and others from the Late Archaic period.

The Old Copper Culture is thus considered a Late Archaic (i.e. hunting and 
gathering, pre-pottery, pre-agriculture) manifestation. The copper tools and the 
technology of hammering and annealing native copper into various shapes represent 
added cultural traits. The forms diagnostic of the Copper Culture people 
include: double-ended awls or pins, square in cross-section; spear points with 
reinforcing rib and long tang; knives and triangular points; crescent-shaped knife 
blades; harpoons; rings; celts; and massive adz bits.

The origins of the Old Copper Culture people are not clearly understood. The 
copper artifacts are thought to be similar to slate specimens from other north­ 
eastern Archaic sites, but the relationship is uncertain. Likewise the relation­ 
ship between the Wisconsin sites and a number of Copper Culture sites which have 
been located in Ontario remains cloudy. Furthermore, the influence of these early 
copper users on the Woodland peoples of eastern North America, who also made use 
of copper, should be clarified. Thus, the Old Copper Culture still presents many 
basic and intriguing problems which will require the location and excavation of 
more sites.
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