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MERICAN archaeology and Arctic archae-
ology have suffered a serious loss in the
tragic and untimely death of Louis Giddings
on December 9, 1964, from a thrombosis fol-
lowing an automobile accident. During the 25
years that Giddings was engaged in Arctic ar-
chaeology, he spent more seasons in the field
and contributed more to our knowledge of Eski-
mo prehistory than anyone before him, and
additional important publications and investiga-
tions were on the way when death overtook
him.

With his inquisitive, analytical mind and an
unusual alertness for scientific problems, Gid-
dings was predestined to become a scientist. It
was more or less accidental that he chose
archaeology as his main field; it could just as
well have been biology or some other natural
science, in which he had a great interest and a
wide knowledge, and he would no doubt have
reached the top there as he did in our field. His
versatility as a scientist manifests itself in his
frequent use of auxiliary sciences in his effort to
solve archaeological problems. Best known is
his use of dendrochronology, in which he was
an expert; and, in connection with the problems
concerning the age of the Denbigh Flint com-
plex and the formation of beach ridges, he re-
sorted to geology, climatology, oceanography,
and zoology, not to speak of his use of ethnology
and folklore.

Giddings was a hard worker in the field as
well as in the laboratory and at his desk. He
never let danger prevent him from obtaining
results. Disregarding warnings, he sometimes
walked alone for weeks equipped only with
what was absolutely necessary for survival in
mountains or on the tundra; sometimes he rafted
or traveled alone by canoce down the mighty
Alaskan rivers, when one small accident could
have been fatal. It is an irony of fate that he
who time and again endangered his life in the
wilds of the Arctic should be the victim of a
traffic accident. He was untiring in his efforts
to solve the problems encountered on his way,
and an impressive list of publications shows not
only his working capacity but also his remark-
able versatility. His descriptive power is evident
not only in his writings but also in his lectures,
which he often spiced with his dry humor.

Louis Giddings was born in Caldwell, Texas,
and attended Rice University at Houston. After
studying English and biology for three years, he
attended summer school at the University of
Colorado. Fascinated by the Rocky Mountains,
he took a job and remained in Colorado for a
year. With his last $100 he bought a ticket to
Alaska, which was to bé his home for the next
20 years. In Alaska he soon found his way to
the University of Alaska, where he took a
Bachelor of Science degree in 1931. In order
to pay his way through school, Giddings had to
work; and it is characteristic of him that he
always managed to make each job interesting
by finding some scientific problem connected
with it. One of his jobs ultimately led him to
his career. As a thawing engineer for a mining
company he began to ponder over the possibility
of dating the spruce trees caught in the frozen
silt that covered the gold-bearing gravels. To
this end he developed in the middle 1930’s a
local application of the Douglass tree-ring dat-
ing system and proved that it was applicable to
the trees of the northern timberline. In 1938
his first two articles were printed in Tree-Ring
Bulletin, and in the same year the University of
Alaska made him an instructor.

From tree-ring dating it was only a short step
into archaeology. Froelich G. Rainey, his friend
and colleague at the University of Alaska, be-
came interested in the possibility of dating Eski-
mo sites by tree-rings and invited Giddings to
take part in the archaeological investigations at
Point Hope which Rainey and I had planned
for 1939. Giddings was fascinated by this new
field, and during the first summer he made two
major contributions to Eskimo archaeology. It
was he who called my attention to the shallow
depressions in the ground which appear to be
Ipiutak house ruins and, at the end of the sea-
son when he was left alone on St. Lawrence
Island to find datable wood from the Okvik and
Old Bering Sea cultures, he managed to find
and excavate the first Okvik house and to dis-
cover a new phase of Okvik culture.

In the following 25 years, Giddings was in
the field almost every summer, setting a record
for archaeological field work that will be hard
to beat. His work was for the most part con-
fined to an area within 200 mi. of Kotzebue that
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encompasses the upper reaches of the Kobuk
River in the east, Cape Denbigh in the south,
and Cape Prince of Wales in the west. It was
natural for him to choose Kobuk River as his
starting point because, during the winter of
1934-35 at Kotzebue, he had taken an interest
in the Kobuk people and their culture; and
furthermore, since Kobuk was near the north-
ern timberline, he could apply his tree-ring
dating method to archaeological investigations.
Except for World War II, when he served in
the U.S. Navy, and a canoe trip with his wife
down the Mackenzie River in 1946, Giddings
worked in the Kobuk area from 1940 to 1947.
The results of his investigations were published
in a monograph entitled The Arctic Woodland
Culture of the Kobuk River, a model presenta-
tion of five major sites, all dated by the tree-ring
method and each representing a phase of a
special forest-edge culture.

In 1948, Giddings went to Norton Sound to
try out the nearly 1000-year tree-ring chronology
that he had established in the Kobuk area, but
fate had decreed otherwise. At Iyatayet near
Cape Denbigh he found and excavated a strati-
fied site, the bottom layer of which contained
remains of the now well-known Denbigh Flint
complex, which in importance equals or even
surpasses the discovery of the Thule and Dorset
cultures. With this discovery Giddings had
pushed Eskimo archaeology back 2000 years or
more, and the Denbigh Flint complex or deriva-
tives of it soon proved to form a stratum under-
lying all later forms of Eskimo culture from
Bering Strait eastward to the Atlantic Ocean.
Until 1952, Giddings devoted most of his time
and efforts to further excavations at Cape Den-
bigh and to dating and interpreting his finds.
The Archeology of Cape Denbigh appeared only
a few months before his death; it is an impres-
sive monograph of 330 pages, 80 plates, and
numerous other illustrations that is a milestone
in Eskimo archaeology and a worthy monument
to its author.

Giddings realized that he could not extend his
tree-ring chronology back far enough to date the
Denbigh Flint complex and other early cultures
he might encounter in his future work, and he
then turned to another method of relative dat-
ing, namely, by means of the series of ocean
beaches that occur in many places in Alaska.
His beach-ridge dating is based on the Eskimo
practice of camping or building houses on the
front beach. As new beaches were formed, the
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remains of eatrly occupations were left behind.
From 1956 to 1961 Giddings investigated the
coast between Cape Prince of Wales and Cape
Krusenstern and returned with data that clearly
substantiated his hypothesis. Cape Krusenstern,
where he spent three seasons, proved to be the
ideal place for this kind of dating. Remains of
former habitation were found on almost all of
the more than 100 beaches, and it was apparent
that people had frequented this locality almost
continuously from about 5000 years ago to the
present. It is to be deeply regretted that death
prevented Giddings from presenting his own
complete account of these important investiga-
tions. :

It is a strange fact that Giddings’ field work
came to an end in exactly the same area in
which it began. His interpretation in the Kobuk
report of three microcores and a microblade,
which he had found in 1941 on one of the
Kobuk sites (Onion Portage), as late survivals
of an early trait bothered him so much that in
1961 he decided to return to the site and test
it again. He soon discovered that his interpre-
tation was correct; the ancient types did belong
to an earlier occupation and not to the house in
which they were found. The investigation fur-
ther disclosed the existence of a huge stratified
site which so far has yielded 30 culture-bearing
layers and which may prove to be the most
important site discovered by Giddings. He re-
turned to this site in 1963 and prepared for an
excavation of long duration. In 1964 he had a
house built on the site for himself and his
family. His plans for the 1965 season will now
be carried out by his wife and his trusted stu-
dent and collaborator, Douglas Anderson, super-
vised by his old friend, Froelich Rainey. It is
the hope of Giddings’ many friends and col-
leagues that this team, which we know will
work in his spirit, may get the necessary means
to continue his work and bring it to a conclu-
sion. He deserves it.
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