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The First Bruce Beach Sunset Watchers - 2006 
 
I am pretender to this role of Bruce Beach historian. As many of you know, I am really an 

archaeologist. I do use historical records, whenever possible, to flesh out the information 
provided by the archaeological remains, but for this year’s subject such written records do not 
exist. That is because my topic is the first people living in southern Ontario, particularly along 
the shores of what is now Lake Huron. They are known only by their stone tools, quarries sites, 
and the soil stains where they once camped. 

 
The first people to watch our famous sunsets did so around 11,000 years ago (BP). But 

they did not do this from our beach. Our current beach was covered with lake water which 
extended up and over the top of the hill.  Thus, the first peoples to enjoy the sunsets were 
looking at them from on top of the hill, several kilometers inland from the present shoreline. 
Furthermore, at that time, the sun set into a large glacial lake named Lake Algonquin.  

 
Lake Algonquin was formed of icy melt waters from the last major glaciation. Between 

13,000 and 12,000 BP, glacial ice covered most of Ontario, much of Northern Michigan and part 
of northeastern Wisconsin. By around 11,500 BP, the Lake Huron basin was ice free and the lake 
water level was at its highest. With land exposed, with the Huron basin filled with water, and 
with the streams and rivers beginning to erode their routes to the lake, the scene was set for the 
first human inhabitants. 

 
Unlike Bob McCosh’s “white Indians” from Ripley and beyond, these first people were 

not attracted to the area because of its beautiful beach. They were in a very different 
environment ─ one that was like the present day tundra and northern coniferous forests. The 
climate was both much cooler and moisture than today. Along the shores of Lake Algonquin, 
there was a narrow strip of tundra with some grasslands and further inland, forests of spruce 
and fir were spreading up from the south as temperatures warmed and the ice retreated ever 
farther northward. Animals living in these environments were very different from those we see 
here now. The first humans here encountered and hunted: mammoths, mastodons, giant 
beavers (six feet long!) elk, and barren-ground caribou. Several species of whales and even 
walruses swam in the glacial lakes. Some whales were still in the waters of the Lake Huron basin 
until about 8000 BP but by then, the mammoths, mastodons and giant beavers were 
disappearing whereas deer were moving up into the forests where pine trees were increasing in 
number. Birds typical of northern climes would have been seen flying over the lake. As the 
routes of the rivers became stabilized, more species of fish entered the lake.  

 
The first people were few in number. They were very mobile and therefore carried very 

few material processions with them. They would have moved their shelters frequently, following 
the game and ripening vegetation which sustained them. As a result, they have left very few 
traces of their activities.  

 
Archaeologists call these first people Paleo-Indians and date their culture from about 

11,500 to 9,500 BP. The early Paleo-Indians are the big game hunters believed to have migrated 
across the Bering Strait into North America. Stone tools and sites made by their descendents, 



termed “late Paleo-Indians”, are the earliest bits of evidence found in Ontario. North of us, on 
Manitoulin Island, there is a large quarry site, dating back to about 10,000 years ago. There, with 
rudimentary stone tools, people extracted chunks of quartzite which they skillfully flaked into 
beautiful spear and dart heads to hunt the large game animals in the region. Examples of their 
points have been found in fields across southern Ontario. South of Grand Bend and inland from 
the present shoreline, there are several Paleo-Indian sites of the same age. At one of these, a 
small group of families camped in a rough circle around a common working area, for a short 
time. Also near Grand Bend, at Kettle Point, there is an outcropping of chert which these later 
Paleo-Indians mined for raw material for making their stone tools. Tools made of Kettle Point 
chert have been found as far away as Collingwood. Some of the excavated sites are 
concentrations of flakes and a few broken tools where a group of people stopped to fashion 
their implements and probably to watch for migrating caribou or other game.  

 
Thus, although their remains are few and very scattered, we do know that Paleo-Indians 

lived along the Lake Algonquin/Huron shore. Like many of us do each year, they traveled long 
distances with the changing seasons. They moved from the Collingwood area, past Bruce Beach, 
to south of Grand Bend. But unlike us, it is thought that they were in our region primarily in the 
winter months, when they moved away from the Georgian Bay snow belt. To date, no evidence 
of these early people has been unearthed immediately inland from Bruce Beach. There probably 
are some remains buried nearby and maybe one of us will be lucky enough to discover an 
ancient Indian point one day. 

 
For those interested in learning more about these first sunset watchers and how 

archaeologists go about finding, excavating, and interpreting the archeological evidence of the 
Paleo-Indians, I recommend Peter L. Storck’s popular book, Journey to the Ice Age, published in 
2004 by the ROM and UBC Press. 
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