
The Smith Cache: A Look into a Knapper’s bag c. 1200 B.P.

The Smith Cache was found north of Ashton, near Little Butte, Ashton National Forest,
by a catskinner in the early 1970s as part of logging operations. This find was preserved 
and donated to the Idaho Museum of Natural History by the finder, Mr. Max Smith.

The recovered assemblage consists of stage 3 bifaces and triangular and lanceolate 
preforms. All were reduced by  billet or soft hammer reduction. 
All specimens were subjected to x-ray fluorescence examination, and were found to 
have come from the nearby Bear Gulch obsidian source.

The Smith cache consists of 80 stone artifacts probably representing the knapping 
of a single individual. All were products of careful reduction of medium-sized obsidian 
nodules. Flakes removed from these cores were lanceolate in outline and thin, very 
comparable in proportion to the carefully reduced bifaces and preforms. Metrics
indicate the knapper was most concerned with achieving thin cross-sections. Preforms 
basally thinned to facilitate hafting and could have been used as is, with little further
modification.

This research was carried out by E.S.Lohse, C. Moser and D. Sammons.
Results will be published in the Idaho State University, Technical Papers
Series. Poster presented at  the 2008 Plains Anthropological Conference, 
University of Wyoming, Laramie.

The Smith assemblage is interesting on several fronts: 
it is highly unusual to have a large collection made by a single 
knapper; diagnostic forms and reduction techniques might be 
attributed to Late Paleoindian or Early Archaic Periods; Two 
obsidian hydration dates were taken indicating a date of c. 1200 
BP or Late Archaic.

“Cache” is a misnomer in the case of the Smith collection. This 
assemblage probably represents the efforts of one knapper 
to refit his hunting gear while visiting the Bear Gulch obsidian 
source. Nodules were reduced to lamellar conchoidal flakes of fairly 
standard size and proportion. The kit as recovered has partially 
reduced flakes, late stage bifaces and preforms. Emphasis other 
than on standard shape was on consistent thickness. When needed, 
the preforms would be finished by pressure flaking and hafted.

The collection contains a potential projectile arsenal, with the 
tools necessary to cut and shape wood projectile shafts and 
process sinew or rawhide for hafting. Missing are the antler 
billets and antler tines required for finishing the points. These 
were probably consumed by animals soon after the container 
was laid down.

Smith Cache metrics: note comparisons of biface stages and W/T ratios.

Biface stage Name W/T 

Ratio

Description

Stage 1 blank NA Cobble or spall with cortex

Stage 2 edged biface 2:4 Small chips removed from around edges with a few 

flake scars across faces

Stage 3 thinned biface 3:4 Flakes removed to center of bifaces, with most 

cortex removed

Stage 4 preform 4:6 Large flat flake scars and flat cross-section

Stage 5 finished 4:6 Refined trimming of edges, possibly hafted

Biface stage Name W/Tmin W/Tmax W/Tavg W/Tsd L/W/T

Stage 2 edged biface 1.145985 7.72 3.652143 1.701531 0.14433

Stage 3 thinned biface 1.40625 4.091743 3.091325 0.910416 0.170485

Stage 4 preform 1.368421 5.235955 3.669015 0.691899 0.149556

Table adapted from Andrefsky 2005: Table 7.7.

Summary of W/T and L/W/T   ratios by reduction stage, Smith cache.


