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Tips on Artifact Hunting  

 Just as an ethical/law-abiding hunter of animals commits to “doing it right from the 

start,” a good artifact hunter does the same.  Know the State Laws, always obtain 

permission from the landowner and commit yourself to being a good steward of the 

resource by recording all pertinent information on each artifact that you find. 

 Keep in mind that it is usually a waste of time to dig into the ground in search of artifacts 

unless you know you are on top of a “gold mine.”  Never dig into archaeologically-

sensitive areas such as Indian burial mounds, etc. - leave this work for the professionals.  

Surface hunting of streams and fields is usually the most productive and efficient way to 

find artifacts.   

 Be aware that prehistoric Michigan Indian artifacts are hard to find, however there are 

still a lot of artifacts out there!  It is truly amazing how many stone, silver, copper, shell, 

and bone materials were manufactured by prehistoric peoples over a time period of at 

least 3,000 years! 

 Study topo maps by using on-line programs to get an arm-chair idea of what areas would 

be good to seek artifact hunting permission.  High, sandy bluffs along consistent 

(unaltered by man over time) drainages (rivers and creeks) are excellent places to look – 

especially if they are being plowed.  Once you locate possible sites, consult an up-to-date 

plat book to find out who owns the property. 

 Other areas to search:  Stream junctures – especially gravel/sand bars along the banks, 

plowed fields on hilltop plateaus, pastures trampled/heavily grazed by livestock, tilled 

gardens, wash-outs along streams and roads, sites where water, gas and electric lines are 

being installed, construction sites, and most areas along lakes and streams.  

 When approaching landowners to ask for permission:  Look and speak your best, tell 

them what you are wanting (including the permission to keep artifacts found) and ask 

them if others have found artifacts on their property in the past (as sometimes the 

landowner will direct you to good sites).  Hand the landowner a “business card” which 

shows that you are an artifact hunter and includes your name, actual street address and 

phone number.  Be sure to ask if there will be any stipulations (landowner wanting to see 

artifacts, keep certain artifacts, know when you are on the property, what vehicle you will 

be driving, etc.) on your hunting activities.  If an agreement is struck between both parties 

be sure to follow the landowner’s rules.  If the landowner won’t allow artifact hunting – 

move on to other properties.  It is a good idea to put artifact hunting permission in writing 

on a specialized form.  

 Watch artifact hunting videos on You Tube and other sites where they show “head 

hunters” in action.   

 Agriculture fields:  Once a particular field is plowed and disked continue to wait until the 

bare ground has experienced a couple of good rainstorms before hunting it.  (The rain 

will wash the dirt off of surface artifacts making them more visible).      

 It is beneficial to get a look at the collections of other artifact hunters who have already 

found artifacts in the area that you will be hunting.  Study these artifacts to get an idea of 

what colors, materials and shapes are most common.  This will give you a visual idea of 

what to look for in the fields.  In Michigan, many artifacts appear “white” against a 

darker soil background.  
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 Read books/periodicals and visit museums to see what some of the rarer/more unusual 

artifacts (winged bannerstones, birdstones, platform pipes, etc.) look like so that you’ll 

have a visual reference when field hunting.   

 Common finds include:  Various projectile points, drills, scrapers, knives, nutting stones, 

hammerstones, abraders and game balls. 

 Rarer finds include:  Engravers, inscriptions, pottery, beads, axe heads, celts, adze, hoes, 

bannerstones, gorgets, pendants, plummets, fish hooks, mortar/pestles, copper items, 

silver items, pipes, effigies, birdstones, masks, discoidals, jewelry and bone tools.  *Note:  

Don’t throw away mystery objects – save them to share with experts as you may find out 

later that the object is a valuable artifact!   

 Keep in mind that there may be “historic artifacts” present in the areas you are hunting – 

European round balls, musket parts, coat buttons, metal buckles and clay pipes, etc..   

 Opinions vary on how to hunt plowed fields.  I prefer to pick a row and walk towards the 

sun (wearing a brimmed hat) scanning a comfortable swath of ground by turning my head 

back-and-forth as I progress down a row across the field.  I look for unusual objects 

exhibiting knapping marks which cause the stone to glisten in the sun.  By walking into 

the sun I don’t have to worry about my shadow being cast over the ground ahead of me.  

Walking with a cane can be helpful in flipping unusual objects out of the ground for 

closer inspection without having to bend over all the time.  The cane also comes in handy 

for marking a spot if you have to leave that spot temporarily.  (Keep in mind that it is best 

to bend over any way to photograph any unusual objects before removing them from the 

soil as every head hunter’s goal is to obtain “in situ” photos of the finds whenever he/she 

can).  Some head hunters systematically cover a field from edge to edge.  Others target 

the high points in fields before they look elsewhere.   

 Dress/prepare for the weather/conditions.  It is best to walk fields when the soil is dry.  

Bring drinking water and first aid items along. 

 Keep in mind that studies show that it usually takes multiple hours of hunting for every 

one “keeper” artifact found.  One has to be willing to spend the time in the field to be 

successful!  Once you find a good site it pays to keep checking this field annually – many 

head hunters hunt in both spring and fall plowing seasons.     

 When photographing (digital cameras are best) artifacts “as they lay” be sure to have a 

magnetic centimeter stick (black-and-white segments) with you so that you can properly 

position the measuring stick by the artifact for size documentation.   

 You will know that you are “on to something” when you start noticing a lot of flint chips 

or pottery shards scattered about.  Often this signals the fact that there was a habitation 

site in the area.  It is often just a matter of time before whole artifacts are located!  

Although veteran artifact hunters usually let stone chips lay, broken/partial artifacts are 

usually kept and recorded.   

 Once it is determined that an object is a “keeper” be sure to record important information 

on the find including GPS coordinates.    

 Store “keepers” in labeled Zip-loc bags placed in a backpack where the artifacts will be 

padded and not rub against other artifacts, etc..   

 Be sure to thank the landowner on an annual basis for the permission to hunt!    

 

*Drafted by Jim Burns on 6-21-2012. 
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