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Jane C. Waldbaum Archaeological Field School Field Report: 

Cooper’s Ferry Archaeological Field School 

By Rachel Pober 

The seven weeks I spent at the Cooper’s Ferry Archaeological Field School by the 

assistance of the Jane C. Waldbaum scholarship is an experience I will never forget. Before 

driving to the Cooper’s Ferry Archaeological site from Nevada, I attended a geological field 

camp. Having just been at a field camp, I was little worried about what the Cooper’s Ferry 

archaeological field school would be like. 

When I arrived in Idaho, the first place we 

all met before driving down to where we 

were going to camp in the Salmon River 

Canyon near the site, was The Hangout. 

Little did I know that I would be spending 

many an hour here at the Hangout using the 

wifi to stay connected with others over the course of the field school.   

 From the Hangout, we all caravanned down into the Salmon River canyon which 

was breathtaking. I could not believe that this would be the place I would be living for seven 

weeks. The staff had already been at the camping area for a 

week and had set up shade shelters and kitchens for the 

field school. All of us students then set up our tents adding 

to the tent city that we would be living in.  

 The next day, we headed to the location of the 

archaeological site. For most of the year except during the 
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Figure 5. Picture of sign as you float by the site along the river     
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excavation season, Cooper’s Ferry is closed 

and made to look like a road turn out. So, 

before excavations could begin, the site had 

to be uncovered. The first few days 

consisted of moving ecorain crates, 

sandbags, and sediment along with building shade structures and fences. There are two 

excavation areas at the Cooper’s Ferry site, Area A and Area B. Over the course of the field 

school, I worked mostly in Area A. The first skill that the field school students learned was how 

to skim shovel. As we skim shoveled to 

extend Area A farther, my fellow students 

and I excavated a trash pit that contained a 

large variety of wrappers, bottles, and even 

a penny from 1972 which allowed us to 

know that the trash pit could not be older 

than the given date. While learning the 

skill of skim shoveling, we also learned how to screen the sediment and identify artifacts. After 

skim shoveling to create safety benches, the students were then taught the skill of excavating 

with a trowel. 

 Over the course of the field school, 

Cooper’s ferry archaeological site was open to 

visitors and provided tours of the site that were 

given by two of the staff members. Because of 

the location of the site, rafters who were 
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traveling down the river would stop and check out the site. Visitors were able to see the 

excavation in progress and also be caught in the excitement of the artifacts that were found 

during the course of their tour at the site. Artifacts found at the Cooper’s Ferry site 

included Western Stemmed Tradition projectile points, animal bones, freshwater 

mussel shell, snail shell, and many other artifacts. The artifacts found would 

then be geographically placed for 

reconstruction using a laser transit. The rod 

that the laser would be shot at came to 

have a variety of names such as the staff of 

knowledge or the wizard’s staff. The artifacts 

are then given an RN number so that the 

artifact can be referenced at a later time. 

This RN number is then placed into a 

database called ARCHIE along with a 

description of the artifact, the stratigraphic unit that the 

artifact was found in, and the excavation level.   

 While at Cooper’s Ferry, I was not only participating 

in the field school, but I was also collecting optically 

stimulated luminescence samples. Optically 

stimulated luminescence is a technique that 

is used to determine the length of time that a 

sediment has been buried and thus, find a 



date for the sediment. The method for sampling was to wait until it was dark and then go to the 

site and take sediment samples of the stratigraphic units at the site because the sediment could 

not be exposed to light. After the field 

school, I took the samples back to the 

Desert Research Institute E.L. Cord 

Luminescence Laboratory in Reno to 

process the samples.  

 After working all day at the 

site, the staff and students would all 

head back to camp. At camp, there were a variety of activities to take part in such as atlatl 

practice and games. Some of the memorable activities were doing light painting at night using a 

camera, flashlight and glow sticks. Another popular past time was playing a variety of games 

that included gloom and dutch blitz.  

 Later in the summer on one of the weekends, one of the staff members rented a raft and 

two inflatable kayaks that some of the students and 

staff members used to go rafting on the Salmon 

River. The trip not only 

included rafting which was 

very exciting, but also a stop 

to look at some petroglyphs. 

Everyone on the trip had fun 

and enjoyed the experience of 
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Figure 10. Petroglyph seen on the 
rafting trip 



Figure 12. One of areas that we stopped to look at on our 
geoarchaeology side trip 

being able to explore part of the area near the site in a different way.  

 The field school not only focused on archaeology, but also had a geoarchaeology 

component. Each week, Dr. Davis would give 

lectures on both archaeology and geoarchaeology. 

A few of the geoarchaeology lectures were taking 

field trips around the Salmon river canyon. One 

afternoon, a few of the students needed to go to 

town and Dr. Davis drove us. The drive included a 

side trip to view some of the geology of the 

surrounding area. I enjoyed the gearchaeology part of the field school because of my background 

in geology. The field trips were great to go on because the trips allowed you to experience the 

overall picture of site formation processes.  

 Over the course of the field school, I met individuals from different schools and around 

the country and I hope to stay in contact. Living in a tent for 

seven weeks created comradery among the staff and students. 

The susceptibility of your shelter to the elements brings people 

together especially when big storms occur which was not 

unusual in the Salmon River Canyon. The field school even had 

a nickname for the storms which was tent killers.  
Figure 13. One of the tents that died during a storm 

Figure 14. Panoramic from a hilltop looking down towards Cooper’s Ferry Archaeological Site 



 If you would like to learn more about the Cooper’s Ferry Field School, you should check 

out the Cooper’s Ferry youtube channel where there are videos of everything from activities at 

camp to artifacts to uncovering of the site (https://www.youtube.com/user/CoopersFerrySite).  
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