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It is not uncommon for archaeologists to find animal bones at both prehistoric and historic sites.
These remains can tell us what kind of relationships the inhabitants had with animals~-whether they
were domesticated or wild or whether they formed a regular part of their diet. Through a close study
of the type and the amount of animal remains we find, we can determine how people were hunting,
preparing, and cooking animals for food. A major faunal type we find in the Chesapeake region are
fish bones. With their small size and delicate features, sometimes it is difficult for archaeologists to
find, let alone identify what part of the skeleton a particular bone once belonged to. One of the most
curious skeletal remains of a fish is a small, smooth-surfaced bone the size of a pebble called an otolith

(Figure A).
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LY mation about the tish once native to a region. The size of the
otolith, for example, can be used to estimate the approximate size of
a fish. Even more interestingly, the shape of the otoliths can help ar-

chaeologists to determine what species of fish were being caught and

eaten by a site's inhabitants. By looking at the comparatively more . .
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Figure B and C: Notice the difference in the two faces of the same otoliths. Figure B is of the flatter,
more concave face of the otolith that offers little species information. Figure C on the right has a more
shapely, convex shape that is distinct to a unique species of fish.
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Figure D: An example of an incredibly thin slice of an otolith, cut in the laboratory using a low-
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between 1711 and 1754. The small size of the otoliths often cause them to be missed by archaeolo-
gists, calling for careful consideration of every little-pebble look alike.

ference between the opaque and translucent zones. Each zone indicates different periods of growth
in the fish's lifespan (Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission).
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