


N’tolonapemk
Our Relatives’ Place
Native Americans have lived on Meddybemps Lake at its 
outlet to the Dennys River for at least 8,600 years. �e 
Passamaquoddy people have named this site N’tolonapemk, 
which means “Our Relatives’ Place.” It is centrally located 
within the ancestral Passamaquoddy territory in eastern Maine and southwestern New 
Brunswick. �is location a�ords easy travel by canoe to the ocean, the St. Croix River, 
the lakes and waterways of interior Maine and New Brunswick, and to the abundant and 
varied resources these settings provide.

N’tolonapemk has always been known to the Passamaquoddy people; this important 
place lives on today in their oral history and traditional stories. Archaeologists have 
known about the site since the 1960s, but only recently has its historic and scienti�c 
importance become more widely understood through archaeological research.

�is is the story of N’tolonapemk as seen through archaeology and the stories and 
knowledge of the Passamaquoddy people. �e scienti�c methods used by archaeologists 
and traditional Passamaquoddy stories complement, and sometimes contradict, one 
another to create a more complete picture of this important place.

-Adapted from N’tolonapemk: An Ancient Native American Village on Meddybemps Lake, Maine



One of the most intriguing artifacts 
recovered from the site is a small object 
found in four pieces from four separate 
locations.  It is about 4,300 years old and the 
four fragments were found widely scattered 
across the site.  After realizing these small 
fragments fit together, they were glued 
together revealing quite a unique object. 

What is it? What was is used for?  There 
have been many ideas about its use – a 
fishing lure, a gauge for making fishing nets, 
or just a personal talisman or charm.  What 
do you think?

-Ellen Cowie, Project Archaeologist

A Most Unique Object

The four pieces of this artifact were found in 
different parts of the N’tolonapemk excavation. 
Each piece weathered in a different way, making 
some of the fragments different colors. When 
the object was made, it would have been all 
one piece and all the same color.









In 2000, while excavations were still being carried out at 
N’tolonapemk, the various participants in the project 
began discussions regarding the artifacts that were being 
recovered, and how and where they would be cared for 
once the excavations were completed. �e property 
owners, the EPA, the State of Maine and the Passamaquoddy Tribe came to an agreement that the 
N’tolonapemk artifacts would be given to the Abbe Museum, which would care for them in compliance with 
federal requirements, museum standards and best practices. It was 
also decided that if, at some point in the future, the Passamaquoddy 
Tribe has a facility that meets these federal requirements and 
museum standards, the collection may be turned over to the Tribe. In 
the meantime, the Abbe Museum is proud to care for this collection 
on behalf of the Passamaquoddy people and the state of Maine, while 
making it accessible to tribal members, researchers and to our visitors 
through this exhibit. 

-Julia Clark, Abbe Museum 
Curator of Collections

The N’tolonapemk artifactsWehkewakon
implements, tools

Kisamilkasu
it has been stored

Woleyutomuwakon
taking good care







Akonutomakon
story, narrative

How Glooscap Made the 
Animals Small
In the beginning, Glooscap, the �rst man formed all things, 
said the Elders. All the animals then were the same gigantic 
size. �e lively �ea jumped forty miles. �is was too fast for the 
best interests of all concerned. So Glooscap rubbed him down 
until he became very little. �e moose, on the other hand, was 
not so stupid — he would neither do harm nor be unduly 
exuberant, so he was rubbed larger. �e squirrel ran up a tree so 
�ercely that he tore it down. He was rubbed smaller. �us 
Glooscap rubbed everything larger or smaller according to the 
nature which it displayed.

Adapted from a story told by Lewis Mitchell, 
Passamaquoddy, ca. 1910

Glooskap, the �rst created man, was a sort of 
semi-god. He had more power than a mortal, but less 
than a god. Glooskap was an honored god-helper in 
everyday life. Glooskap knew what was in the hearts 
of all men and beasts.

-from Pride, published by 
Project Indian Pride

Maine Indian Education
Joseph A. Nicholas & David Francis, 1978

When people �rst arrived in Maine about 12,000 
years ago, they probably shared the landscape 
with some very large animals, including wooly 
mammoth and mastodons. �e Wabanaki tell 
several versions of this story in which Glooskap 
(also spelled Gluskabe and Koluskap) makes the 
large animals small, in part so that humans can 
more easily hunt them.

-Julia Clark, Abbe Museum 
Curator of Collections



�roughout this exhibit, you will �nd words from the Passamaquoddy 
language. Language is integral to understanding a group of people, their 
culture and their history. �e spellings and translations used in this 
exhibit come from A Passamaquoddy-Maliseet Dictionary, by David A. 
Francis and Robert M. Leavitt, University of Maine Press, Orono, 2008. 

-Julia Clark, Abbe Museum Curator of Collections

Passamaquoddy-Maliseet Language
Skicinuwatuwewakon

LANDSCAPES, LEGENDS, & LANGUAGE OF THE PASSAMAQUODDY 
PEOPLE: An Interactive Journey in the Land of the Passamaquoddy, 
Passamaquoddy Tribal Historic Preservation O�ce, interactive DVD, 2004.

Passamaquoddy-Maliseet Language Portal
pmportal.org

For more information about the 
Passamaquoddy language:





N’tolonapemk has a long Native American history, and an interesting Euroamerican history including 250 years of industry, 
commerce, farming and settlement. Unfortunately, the most recent history of the site was its use by the Eastern Surplus 
Company, a salvage yard specializing in military surplus. In its 50 years of operation from the 1940s to the 1990s, 

hazardous and highly toxic waste stored there caused the site 
to be seriously contaminated. �e problem was so extreme 
that in 1996 the site was declared a Superfund Site, and a 
federally funded cleanup e�ort was undertaken by the 
Environmental Protection Agency. Monitoring of ground 
water contamination at the site continues today.

�e cleanup involved removal of contaminated soil, drilling wells to treat 
ground water, constructing buildings, and other ground-disturbing 
activities that jeopardized the archaeological evidence preserved beneath 
the salvage yard.

A law protecting cultural resources called the National Historic Preservation Act (1966) required that the unavoidable adverse 
e�ects of the cleanup operation be mitigated through archaeological investigations of a non-hazardous portion of the site. Large 
scale excavations were carried out at the site in 2000 and 2001, with over 220 square meters carefully excavated, providing a 
wealth of information about life at N’tolonapemk over thousands of years.

-from N’tolonapemk: An Ancient Native American Village on Meddybemps Lake, Maine

Why was N’tolonapemk excavated?

Nutiyalkatomon 
he or she digs it out

In 1996 the site was declared a Superfund Site, and a 
federally funded cleanup e�ort was undertaken by the 
Environmental Protection Agency.

Archaeology at N'tolonopemk was conducted by the University of Maine at Farmington Archaeology Research Center with funding from the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency in cooperation with the Passamaquoddy Tribe, the Maine Department of Environmental Protection, and the Maine Historic Preservation Commission.

Mocopekehtun
he or she 
pollutes it

Nehpahtuwik 
poison

Excavations at N’tolonapemk, 2000.
Photo courtesy Northeast Archaeology Research Center, 







The place

Although there is some argument among archaeologists, the people of the Archaic period (9,000-4,000 years ago) apparently used dugout canoes, rather than birch bark canoes.  We suspect that the 
birchbark canoe was invented or developed around 3,000 to 2,500 years ago.  �is conclusion is based in part on the fact that there are many gouges, axes and adzes, tools for heavy woodworking, in 
Archaic period sites, but few of them in the Ceramic period sites (3,000-500 years ago).  Ceramic period birch bark canoe building tools probably included endscrapers (whittling), beaver tooth knives 

set in antler handles (draw knives), and small stone wedges for splitting light pieces of wood (such as cedar canoe ribs).

So, for people during the Archaic, N’tolonapemk would have been a spot  where dugout canoes were stored, for use on the lake.  �ey 
probably walked a land trail network between the N’tolonapemk site and their campsites on the coast, where larger dugout canoes were 
stored for use on salt water. �en, during the last couple of thousand years, the Passamquoddy and their ancestors easily and rapidly traveled 
to and from the location in birchbark canoes.

-Arthur Spiess, Senior Archaeologist
Maine Historic Preservation Commission

�e location of N’tolonapemk at the outlet of Meddybemps Lake is a very rich environment - a setting that 
provided much of what people needed to live.  It is also located at a strategic crossroads of long-used travel 
routes.  Native peoples traveled from N’tolonapemk down the Dennys River to the coast, or up Stony Brook to 

the St. Croix River and on to inland regions. �e artifacts found at 
the site reveal the journeys people took from N’tolonapemk to obtain 
stone material for tools and other raw materials not available locally.

Imagine a family, or group of young men, maybe brothers, traveling 
down the Dennys River 4,500 years ago to the coast to �sh for 
sword�sh and quarry stone to make tools. Several pieces of sword�sh 

bone found at N’tolonpemk were probably brought back from the coast with which to 
make tools, along with a stone called Flint Island rhyolite that came from the area 
around Narraguagus Bay, southwest of Machias. We know that people from 
N’tolonapemk traded for material from as far away as present-day New York and Quebec, 
and with other Native communities to the east in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia.   We see 
stone from these areas preserved in the archaeological site, and we can imagine that other resources 
like food, exotic feathers, and tobacco were traded and brought back to N’tolonapemk as well.  

-Ellen Cowie, Project Archaeologist

Meddybemps Lake is at the center of traditional 
Passamaquoddy land. Its signi�cance to us is 
unmeasurable. Life depended on the annual run of 
�sh though the rivers to the lakes. Spring villages 
were set up at the river outlets and waterfalls to 
allow better access to �sh.

-Donald Soctomah, Passamaquoddy 
Tribal Historic Preservation O�cer

Waponahkik 

the land of the 
Wabanaki

Peskotomuhkatik 

Passamaquoddy territory 

Skutik 

St. Croix 
River

Motopemsok
Meddybemps

Kethonosk
Dennys River

Masqewuloq 
birch bark 
canoe

Walsoktahasik
dug-out canoe

Map by Danielle Meier

N’tolonapemk site seen from the air. Photo courtesy of Northeast Archaeology Research Center, 

Photo courtesy of Donald Soctomah.

�e N’tolonapemk site was a crossroads on a system of 
waterways connecting interior and coastal downeast 
Maine to places further east, north and west/south.
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Learn more about N’tolonapemk

US Environmental Protection Agency 
Project information website

N’tolonapemk: Our Relatives Place DVD
Passamaquoddy Tribal Historic Preservation O�ce, 2006

A Visit to Our Ancestors’ Place
Donald Soctomah, Passamaquoddy Tribal 
Historic Preservation O�ce, 2005

Learn more about the Passamaquoddy
Indian Township (Motahkomikuk) 
Tribal website 
www.passamaquoddy.com

Pleasant Point (Sipayik) 
Tribal website
www.wabanaki.com

Passamaquoddy Cultural Heritage 
Museum Facebook page

Waponahki Museum 
Facebook page

Abbe Museum 
abbemuseum.org




