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J ames Alexander Tuck, best known as Jim, was 
born on June 28, 1940 in the small town of To-
nawanda, near Buffalo in upstate New York. As 
a young boy he developed a keen interest in all 

things old which he maintained throughout his life. 
He also had a deep interest in botany which he stud-
ied for his undergraduate degree, graduating in 1962. 
Jim tried his hand at teaching grade school on Mar-
tha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts before going back to 
Syracuse University to focus on archaeology.  

His first connection to Newfoundland and 
Labrador came in 1967 when several unusual human 
graves were unearthed at Port aux Choix during the 
construction of a movie theatre. Provincial authorities 
recognized a need for an archaeologist to investigate 
these graves so a call went out to the National Muse-
um in Ottawa. Discussions with Dr. Bill Ritchie, New 
York State Archaeologist, whom Jim had worked and 

studied under, resulted in a personal invitation to Jim 
Tuck by Premier Joey Smallwood to come to New-
foundland, investigate the Port aux Choix discoveries, 
and start up an archaeology program at Memorial 
University in St. John’s. Jim had just completed his 
PhD on Onondaga Iroquois cultural development 
from Syracuse University and was a rising scholar in 
Iroquoian archaeology in his home state of New 
York. It was this province’s good fortune that Jim 
accepted Joey’s offer as he quickly moved to St. 
John’s in 1967 with his wife Lynn and their two 
young sons, Jim and Mike. Within several years Jim 
and Lynn had two Newfoundland-born daughters, 
Robin and Laura. 

Never being one to waste time, Jim and his 
crewmembers, including Dr. Ritchie, investigated the 
cemeteries at Port aux Choix where Jim proved that 
the people interred there were part of the Archaic 
First Nation’s tradition that spread from New Eng-
land to northern Labrador. Further investigations in 
southern Labrador, with his Memorial University col-
league Dr. Robert McGhee, and later in Saglek Bay 
helped Jim piece together the early human history of 
Newfoundland and Labrador, resulting in the 1976 
landmark publication Newfoundland and Labrador Prehis-
tory. Previous to this Jim published three books on 
some of the provinces earliest peoples: The Archaeology 
of Saglek Bay, Labrador: Archaic and Palaeo‑Eskimo Occu-
pations (1975); An Archaic Sequence from the Strait of Belle 
Isle, Labrador (1975, with Robert McGhee); and An-
cient People of Port au Choix (1976). 

Jim’s early career saw him make defining con-
tributions to the Indigenous history in the province, 
going back at least 8,000 years or more. In addition to 
his work at Port aux Choix, Jim and Bob McGhee 
and some of his MUN graduate students, including 
Priscilla Renouf and Marcie Madden, uncovered the 
world’s oldest known burial mound at L’Anse Amour 
in southern Labrador. In the same region, Jim and 
Bob revisited previously discovered sites and made 
new discoveries that indicated the Strait of Belle Isle 
contained some of the earliest evidence of humans in 
eastern Canada.  

In the late 1970s Jim began to explore the  
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province's early European 
occupations when he sur-
veyed sixteenth-century 
Basque whaling sites in Red 
Bay Labrador. Red Bay 
turned out to be of tremen-
dous international im-
portance. As Jim called it, 
Red Bay was where the In-
dustrial Revolution began in 
the New World. Evidence of 
Basque whalers turning whale 
blubber into incredibly valua-
ble oil was present on Saddle 
Island and elsewhere in the 
harbour and neighbouring 
coves and bays. At Red Bay 
Jim and his crews also uncov-
ered evidence of a rich hu-
man history from circa 9,000 
years ago to modern times. 
The Saddle Island West site is 
the only known “contact” 
site in Labrador from the six-
teenth century where Indige-
nous groups, likely Beothuk, actually visited Europe-
an sites.  

As the Red Bay investigations were winding 
down, Jim delved deeply into the early colonial and 
industrial history at Ferryland. Two field schools in 
the mid-1980s began the search for remnants of the 
1621 English colony of Avalon, the results of which 
formed the impetus for larger scale investigations be-
ginning in 1992. Taking lessons from his experiences 
working with archaeology students and local residents 
in Red Bay, Jim recognized the value of collaborative, 
community-based archaeology, and of the potential 
benefits that it may bring to rural areas of the prov-
ince. Ferryland residents were therefore employed in 
all aspects of the project starting with field and labor-
atory positions, and later – as the site and its im-
portance gained momentum – expanding into further 
opportunities as tour guides, heritage interpreters and 
retail staff. Jim was among the first academics in Can-
ada to genuinely understand that archaeology is as 
much about the people and communities we work in 
as it is about the past. Now in its 28th consecutive 
field season, the Ferryland archaeology project is but 

one of Jim’s many enduring legacies.  
Jim’s technical expertise was a source of 

amazement for those he worked with, frequently 
manifesting itself when dealing with the unique chal-
lenges associated with the excavation and interpreta-
tion of archaeological sites. From the small ponds in 
Red Bay to the foreshore of Ferryland, Jim was able 
to plan and then assemble an impressive array of use-
ful tools and instruments from suction dredges to 
sediment separators to flotation tanks. His recogni-
tion of the need for collaboration with experts in oth-
er fields was another of Jim’s strengths, regularly 
working with historians, folklorists, parasitologists, 
entomologists and numismatists. Furthermore, Jim 
was the first archaeologist to bring archaeological 
conservators into the field and this proved essential 
for the care of organic artifacts from the clothing re-
mains of the Basque whalers at Red Bay to the pre-
served oak barrels forming the early waterfront at 
Ferryland and accurate reproduction of masonry fea-
tures such as the sixteenth-century whale oil render-
ing ovens from Red Bay.  

Jim’s contributions to archaeology went well 
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beyond the shores of his newly adopted province. He 
conducted surveys on Anticosti Island, Quebec in 
1971 with famed American archaeologist Alfred Kid-
der II and investigated the sixteenth-century exploits 
by Sir Martin Frobisher on Kodlunarn Island in Fro-
bisher Bay with Robert McGhee and Luke Pilon in 
the early 1990s. Jim frequently gave lectures on his 
Newfoundland and Labrador work throughout Cana-
da, the United States, Mexico, Greece, Italy, the 
Netherlands and Egypt. 

One of the things that stands out the most 
when we think of Jim Tuck and his archaeological 
legacy in Newfoundland and Labrador is his work 
ethic. Jim was an exceptionally hard worker who 
loved what he did. No job was too big or small for 
Jim to take on, and he would always lead by example. 
From building wharves and repairing sewer lines in 
Red Bay, to meticulously constructing scale models of 
tryworks and staved beer steins or making reproduc-
tion seventeenth-century furniture, Jim used his crea-
tivity to benefit us all. Jim was a modest man and was 
quick to share the stage with his colleagues and stu-
dents by co-authoring numerous publications and 
conference presentations. His books, reports and arti-
cles were always well written and easy to compre-
hend; a skill that is unfortunately still lost on many 
scholars of Jim’s stature. Jim Tuck’s lasting legacy 
lives on with his family and the many students who 
have gone on to research and teach archaeology 
throughout Canada, the United States and in coun-
tries around the world.  
 


