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NOTE
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We err when we regard survival skills purely in terms of the response to an immediate extreme danger or situation—an enemy lurking behind the tree over there, a grizzly surprised at play with her young, a freak late summer blizzard, or famine when the buffalo do not come. Properly understood, survival skills also embrace the means by which whole cultures developed and endured.

Our survey of the survival skills of the Native Americans is by no means exhaustive, which would be impossible. At the time of the European Contact it’s estimated that there were something like twelve hundred distinct peoples inhabiting the Americas, each with its own language, customs, material culture, and other imperatives associated with climatic and other challenges of each particular region.

Therefore we have limited our scope to the peoples of North America, and we have largely—except in the case of the horse—confined our survey to Native American ways and culture before Contact. Our strategy has been to sample the challenges, cultures, and techniques of specific peoples, and to allow them to stand in for and to illustrate survival skills of Native Americans generally.

This book employs the various terms Native Americans, Indians, and First Peoples interchangeably—with respect and without prejudice—recognizing that people most often associate and identify themselves with a specific local, familial, or cultural group; so whenever possible we’ve identified the artifacts, customs, and skills in our sampling with particular regional and tribal peoples.




CHAPTER ONE: TOOL KITS
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For the thousands of years before Contact, the Native American peoples employed a lithic, or stone-age tool kit, comprised of stone, wood, shell, horn, bone, and plant and animal fiber.

But stone was the key, the one resource whose use made not only all the myriad things of daily life but also the tools from which other materials might be shaped and fashioned. This shaping process, the means by which stone was made to assume artificial forms adapted to human needs, was varied and ingenious, and its mastery was a matter of the greatest importance to Native American peoples.

SHAPING STONE

The primary tool was the hammerstone. This might be of any size or weight—depending on the task to be undertaken—but it needed to be hard, relatively smooth, and able to be held in the hand. Quartzite makes a fine hammerstone because of its density and because it cannot be easily split. Water-worn stones, found by the sea or lakeshores and in stream beds, provided convenient tools for breaking, driving, grinding, and cracking.
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Hammerstones

Simple tools did not need to be elaborate, and they could be made at once with a few blows of the hammerstone; many hammers, axes, knives, picks, scrapers, and the like were made with ease. But the more highly specialized implements, tools, and weapons required considerable time and effort.
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The first step was to locate the proper stone (or to trade for it) and then rough out the material from which the implements were to be fashioned. This involved fracturing the stone into the blanks, which were to be worked. This initial process was done with a hammerstone of one size or another. If the core was large, a large hammerstone might be wielded in two hands, or it might even be thrown.
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PERCUSSION AND PRESSURE FRACTURING

Once the craftsman had assembled several likely blanks, he continued to work the stone using a combination of percussion and pressure fracturing techniques until he had fashioned the desired blade or implement.

A percussion fracture is accomplished by striking the blank a glancing blow with a hammerstone held in the hand, or by means of stick, a hafted stone, or an antler.
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Pressure fracturing is the technique by which the arrow-point, blade, or other implement is completed, and involves the application of pressure to the edge of the stone being worked.
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Most often an antler was the tool of choice. The craftsman might hold the stone in his hand, or he might work it on a stone or wooden anvil.
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ARROW REPAIR
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On the war path or hunt, the warrior might find it necessary to repair his arrow, in which case this repair tool of wood and antler would come in handy to both sharpen and straighten his arrow.
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PECKING

Another technique for working stone is known as pecking or crumbling. The action is percussive and results in the crumbling of minute portions of the surface of the stone, which disappear as dust. Besides striking implements such as axes, clubs, and hammers, pecking was also used in the shaping of the stone mortar and pestle, stone pots, figurines, and other stone images. Pecking was also commonly used in finishing arrowheads and other bladed tools, as well as for close work like shaping stone drill bits.
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MAKING A STONE AX

Pecking an Ax Head

Use a hammerstone weighing something under a pound. A larger stone is not necessarily better, as you will tire more quickly. Choose one that you can easily hold between your thumb and fingertips—perhaps a rounded pebble from a beach or water course. With this you will also find that you can comfortably change your grip to offer a new surface when it has worn away.
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For the ax head you will need to choose a stone roughly the size and shape of the intended finished ax and ideally of a slightly softer stone.

Hold the ax-head-to-be in one hand and the hammerstone in the other, and rapidly strike the surface you wish to shape. Held like this in the hand, the ax head is easily turned to meet the blows of the hammer, and the elasticity of the hand support prevents breakage under strokes—were the ax head stationary, it would shatter. Be sure to hold or support the ax head stone under the point of percussion.

Choose an easy rhythm, striking neither too hard nor too gently. Swing the hammerstone from your wrist and elbow so that it bounces slightly back after each successive blow. Each strike should be roughly at a right angle to the surface you are working. Be patient.
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If you intend to haft your ax, you will need to groove your stone. This will require a hammerstone with a pointed end—rather egg-shaped—no wider than the planned groove. You will find that you need to replace this stone more often. Your goal is to create a U-shaped groove, though not so deep that you threaten the integrity of the ax head. The depth of the groove is determined by the width of the handle you plan to use.

Polishing the Ax Head

A pecked ax head will never give you a really sharp cutting tool. A stone ax doesn’t cut per se; rather its action is to bruise and to break. But you can get a better edge on your stone by a process of abrasion, or polishing. For this you will need a slab of sedimentary rock—sandstone is best—and water. Rub the ax head energetically back and forth across the surface of rock, taking care to keep it well watered. This creates a slurry of grit and water that facilitates the polishing. It will probably take an hour of hard work, but be patient. For a utility ax, only the edge needs this treatment. If you wish to remove the pecking marks from the whole ax head, you will need to find a rock with concave indentations that roughly approximate the convex features of your ax. When you are satisfied, wash thoroughly and dry, once or twice, and lightly grease or oil the ax head.

Hafting the Ax Head

The three methods most often used in hafting the stone ax:

For the ax handle, choose a straight, dense, hardwood branch, forked at one end, of roughly the right shape to snugly seat the ax handle. Tie it tightly off with well-wetted rawhide.
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If the ax handle has no natural fork, split the wood at one end and wedge the stone there. Tie it off as above.

Alternatively, choose an ax handle that is ten inches or so longer than the intended length of your tool. Cut away enough of the shaft to a depth roughly conforming to the configuration of the groove in the ax head.
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Boil or steam the wood until it is soft enough to work, then slowly bend the wood into the grooves and around the head. Lash the wrapped end to the body of the handle. Take your time. The wood will have to be heated multiple times and patiently worked.
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CORDAGE

The Native peoples of North America made use of everything their environment had to offer, and plant and animal fiber was central to their material culture. This fiber was everywhere, and they were quick to learn which of the many plants was best for their intended purposes.
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Small Plant Fibers

After harvesting the stalks to be used, break off the roots and the very top of the plant. If the stalk has dried, break it along its length and strip out the fibers from the top end of the stalk, branch, or limb, working down toward its base. Take care not to break the fiber around the nodes of the plant. The most useful fibers are found between the skin or sheath of the plant and the inner pith, but this plant “skin” was also very useful for lashing and for basketry.

Clean the plant fibers as you go, stripping out any adhering impurities. You don’t want to work with fibers that are too dry or brittle, so you may wish to dampen them.

Bark Fibers

Tree bark was also an important source of fiber for the Native North American peoples. The choice of bark for fiber depended on what was available, but basswood was often used. This tree offered long, strong, supple fibers and was found throughout North America.

The basswood fibers are harvested (most easily in the spring) by stripping the bark from the tree limb. With a little work with finger and thumb, this bark will separate into an outer and an inner layer. It is the fiber from the inner layer that is the most useful for cordage (though, again, the Native peoples used the outer layer for mats, baskets, and lashings).

Tree bark was often boiled for a day or two in a mixture of water and ash to remove the sap adhering to the fibers.

Once the fibers have been stripped out and cleaned, they are ready for cording as below.

Sinew

Sinew from leg tendons and the backstrap of North American mammals—deer, elk, bighorn mountain sheep, moose, bear, and buffalo—provided a lot of fibers. The sinew was harvested when the animals were butchered. It was then dried for later cording.

Dried tendons are prepared by hammering the tendon along its length, dampening the fibers, and stripping out the excess matter.

Fiber from the backstrap is obtained by manipulating the dried backstrap, breaking the membrane until it is supple, dampening it, then separating the fibers from the impurities.

Cording

Once you have a sufficient number of fibers for the thread or rope you wish to cord, hold a bunch of fiber in the middle by the thumb and index finger of your left hand. You should have top and bottom bundles of strands and the two bundles should be roughly equal in length and volume.

Working from this center, pinch about an inch-length of strands from the top bundle of fibers with the fingers of your right hand, twist them to the right, and pull them tight.

Then twist the fibers of the bottom bundle to the left, tightly, under and all the way around the top bundle. Advance the finger of your left hand to stabilize your work. The top bundle is now the bottom bundle, and the bottom is the top. Repeat this process until it is time to splice new fibers into the cord.

Splicing

Well before the fibers of either bundle have begun to thin out, lay another several fibers into the V between two bundles, bringing them out along the top bundle. Repeat the process above until it is time to splice in more fibers. The strongest cord is the cord most often spliced. The tighter you twist the fibers, the stronger the cordage.

The Leg-Roll

Another, and much faster, cording technique is the leg-roll method. Prepare the fibers as above.

Bend the batch into two bundles and lay them on your leg, just above your knee. Hold the batch of fibers in the middle with your left hand, then roll each of the bundles tightly with an outward motion of your right hand until they begin to kink. You now have two tightly rolled strands of several threads. Now roll these two strands together until they also begin to kink. Hold this newly rolled cord in place with your right hand, and twist them together with the fingers of your left hand.
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Rawhide

Rawhide thongs were cut from animal hide by lodging the cutting blade firmly in the ground and, working from the perimeter, pulling the hide against the edge of the blade. By this method a thong of any length and thickness could be cut. This was most often a two-person job, but the illustration gives a good idea of the technique involved. Afterward, the thongs were straightened by hand or by wetting and hanging them with weights.

The thongs were often braided rather than corded (as above with plant fiber and sinew) to make a more robust line.
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DRILLS

For the Native Americans before Contact, drill bits were of two distinct types: the solid and the tubular. The solid points might be made of any sharp or pointed stone, or other softer material—mineral, animal, or vegetable—and utilized sand as the abrading agent. The tubular forms may be of copper, bone, or wood, and also employed sand as the abrading agent. Joints of cane and the hollow bones of birds were often used. Tubular drills were generally used in boring hard materials like stone as well as softer materials.

The simplest form of an un-hafted rotary drill is the pointed stone held between the thumb and fingertips and twirled back and forth; another is an implement of stone held in the hand and twirled back and forth with pressure, producing the desired bore.
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The ordinary way to use the shafted revolving drill was to rotate it back and forth between the palms of the hands, after the manner of the fire drill, or between one palm and the thigh. These methods were in common use throughout America.
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Other devices for revolving the drill have been found in use by Native peoples. These implements are known as the pump, strap, bow, and disk drills.

Pump Drill

The pump drill consists of a shaft, which passes through a disk of stone, pottery, or wood, and a crosspiece through the pump drill; the shaft also runs through this crosspiece.

To each end of the crosspiece is attached a cord or thong, having sufficient play to allow it to pass over the top of the shaft and permitting the crosspiece to reach close to the disk. In setting the device in motion, the disk is turned to wind the string around the shaft. This raises the crosspiece. By pressing down quickly on the crosspiece, the wrapped end of the string unwinds, the shaft revolves, and the disk acquires sufficient momentum to rewind the string the moment the pressure on the crosspiece is removed.
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By successive pressure and release, the reciprocal movement is kept up. The speed attained by this drill is much greater than that of the bow or the strap drill, and it has the advantage of leaving one hand free to hold the object to be drilled.
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Strap Drill

The strap drill was in use among the Eskimo and Aleuts in early—possibly pre-Columbian—times. The shaft here is kept in position by means of a headpiece of wood, which was held between the teeth. A strap or thong is wound once around the shaft, with one end being held in each hand, and is pulled alternately to the right and left, revolving the shaft. The thong was sometimes furnished with a handpiece of wood or bone at each end to allow a firmer grip. The chief advantage of this was that pressure could be regulated by pressure of the teeth on the mouthpiece. In some regions, instead of the mouthpiece, the top of the shaft was held by an assistant, and as much pressure was applied as necessary.

Bow Drill

The bow drill is closely related to the strap drill. The headpiece is held in position with one hand, while the strap bow drill is attached to the two ends of the bow and wrapped around the shaft. It is revolved by a backward and forward movement of the bow held in the other hand.
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Disk Drill

The disk drill is a variant of the pump drill. The fixed disk of the pump drill is omitted, and a wide, movable disk takes the place of the movable crosspiece. Thongs are passed and attached through holes in opposite margins of the disk, one end to the top of the shaft and the other to the base near the drill point. The revolving motion is started by turning the disk until the thongs are twisted around the shaft and become taut.

When the disk is released and pressed suddenly downward, the strands unwind, revolving around the shaft, and the momentum winds them taut the other way. Sudden removal of the pressure on the disk causes the unwinding of the strands below, twirling the shaft in the opposite direction. By quick repetition of these movements, the motion is kept up and the work goes steadily on.
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Weighted Drill

A weight was often added to the bit end of the drill. A couple of stones tied off to the shaft usually did the trick. This innovation not only provided extra downward force on the bit, it also added centrifugal force to the spinning shaft, acting much like a flywheel.

Starting a Fire by the Bow Drill Method

To get wood into the proper condition for starting a fire by the friction method requires, first, the selection of the proper kind of wood and, second, a thorough drying for weeks or even months. The wood must be as dry as wood can be made. Only certain kinds of woods, particularly cedar, balsam, and cottonwood, are really good for this purpose. The spindle and block must be of the same kind of wood and equally dry.

The materials needed are the bow, spindle, block, and tinder; you also need a shell, a stone with a small cavity, or another similar object that can be used as a bearing or cap on top of the spindle. A mussel shell was often used for the purpose, as it is light and has a hollow side that is smooth and makes an excellent bearing for the spindle end.

The bow, about two feet long, may be made of hickory or any springy wood, strung with stout, hard-laid twine.

The spindle, of any of the favorite woods, should be about sixteen inches long by three-fourths to one inch thick. The top should be rounded and the lower end should be shaped to a blunt, smooth point. It must be very dry.

The block should be an inch or a little more in thickness but of any convenient width and length that is still large enough to be easily held down firmly with the knees when working the drill in the kneeling position. It really ought be of the same kind of wood as the spindle.

The tinder, or punk, may be any inflammable material that can easily be fired from the burning dust, such as the shredded inner tree bark, very dry and fine, mixed with shredded dry leaves.

The operator cuts a V-shaped notch about three-quarters of an inch deep in the edge of the block. On the flat side of the block at the apex of the notch he then makes a small hole with the point of a knife as a starting place for the spindle.

Around this notch he places a small quantity of the tinder.

Then, giving the string of the bow a turn around the spindle, he kneels on the block, places the point of the spindle on the mark at the point of the notch, places the shell over the other end, and, throwing his weight upon the spindle, works the bow back and forth quickly and steadily.

The spindle, revolving rapidly, bores its way down into the block; the dust that is worn from the block and spindle filters down through the notch among the dry tinder. An increasing heat develops from the friction of the dry wood, and soon an odor of scorching wood will be noticed; then a thin wisp of smoke arises from the dust in the notch and this grows stronger. After a while the smoldering fire itself is visible in the dust, which has accumulated in the notch and about the base of the spindle.
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Here he stops the drill and blows the fire into flame, then places fine, dry twigs over the tinder; finally, he adds the coarser wood.

THE GREAT BURNS

For years American anthropologists and ethnologists have insisted that fire played no significant part in the shaping of the landscape by Native Americans. But recent studies, a wealth of accounts by the first European settlers, and the lore and traditions of the Native peoples themselves make it abundantly clear that fire was used extensively in managing the environment.

After harvesting their crops they frequently burned away the stubble, adding vital nitrates to the soil and setting up their fields for the next year’s planting. Forests were cleared of underbrush, making for healthy stands of selected trees, and encouraging—and discouraging—the growth of particular varieties of plants. On the Great Plains they fired the grasslands in order to bring forth the sweet new buds so favored by the buffalo. This was particularly important to people who depended on drawing the herds to them in the times before the introduction of the horse.

Flint and Steel as Fire Starter

To strike a fire with flint, one must have some form of iron, and, while stone containing pyrites was used by some Eskimo and other tribes of the far north, it seems to have been unknown on the plains. Naturally, flint and steel were among the first articles introduced by white traders.

By striking glancing blows with a steel object along the edge of a piece of flint, showers of sparks were thrown into a little pile of tinder to be blown into a flame by the fire-kindler. It is said that for an expert the trick was not at all difficult, and that fire could be produced very quickly; but it is obvious that very dry materials were necessary.

BONE AND HORN TOOLS

(a)   An antler scoop or prong, perhaps used for opening oysters

(b)   An antler tool for working stone

(c)   A bone projectile point

(d)   A beaver tooth set in horn handle, used as a cutting tool
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(e)   Bone fishhooks

(f)   Antler ornamental comb

(g)   A bone needle or bodkin

(h)   An antler pin, probably for fastening a garment

(i)   A bear-tooth pendant
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Another bone implement widely employed among eastern North American peoples was a piece of deer jaw used for scraping kernels from ears of corn.
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