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INTRODUCTION

In 1965, Louis Odom, an old timbercutter, died in West Tennessee and left me a broad axe with which he had made many cypress sills and “sleepers” for houses in the overflow bottomlands of the Mississippi River. This was the first axe in what was to become a large personal collection. (See Figure 94, top).

I had never seen a broad axe before, and being a professional forester, it was of special interest to me. The more I searched for information on axes, the more I realized that there was very litde published in any one place. At the local library, I asked an employee, “Do you have anything on the axe?” Pointing to one side, she said, “Our biblical material is over here.” There were not many axe collectors in the world back then. When I told one woman that I collected axes, she said, “For a moment there, I thought you said axes.” In the Mid-West Tool Collectors Association, I was known as “The Axe Man.”

My collection was acquired from many sources all over the world. There was a shop on a street in Athens, Greece, near the foot of the Acropolis. In the window was an ornate Bronze Age axe (see Figure 46). When the proprietor told me the price, I told him that if it were over 200 years old, the Greek government would not allow me to take it from Greece. He said that it was a replica. Then I said that if it were not at least 100 years old, it would not qualify as an antique and I would have to pay duty on it when I re-entered the United States. He said that it was a replica made 150 years ago. The Greeks have been traders for centuries.

This book began as a history of the evolution of the axe. It soon became apparent that much of the information available on early axes was in archaeological publications and that the history of the axe is difficult to divorce from the history of man. Therefore, this study has become the history of early man’s stone and metal technology as exemplified by his axe.

Technology is not only an important part of every culture, but it also usually affects such other aspects as the economic, political, social and religious.(1) The degree of advancement of man’s technology is not only reflected directly in his tools and weapons themselves, but also in his means of agriculture, kinds of transportation, the sophistication of his buildings and the degree of his artistic development. These in turn can be directly affected by the degree of his tool development, which in many cases means his axe.

The Stone Age, Bronze Age and Iron Age classifications used in outlining this history are arbitrary in the minds of many historians. The classifications do not fit the history of the western hemisphere very well, for one thing. Also, Stone Age and Bronze Age tools were often used side by side by the same people. Daumas illustrates a group of metal axes from the Middle East which were used earlier than corresponding stone artifacts in Europe. These ages therefore should be regarded only as stages in man’s cultural development. They cannot be dated, even generally, unless coupled with place. The age of metal dawned in the Middle East about 5,000 BC, but it was almost 3,000 years before copper was introduced into Britain. The American Indian had a Stone Age culture right up to the 19th century and some people in Australia still do. In spite of these limitations, however, this system of classification is one used by many authorities and is probably the most appropriate for this history.(2)

Since Stone Age axes are decay resistant, we have many examples left to us. Generally speaking, bronze axes are less decay resistant than stone, but many Bronze Age cultures existed in areas which have been arid ever since, and many axes survived. Early iron axes are rarer than Bronze Age tools, because iron oxidizes more readily than bronze. Early man probably used tools for which we have few fossilized remains, e.g., a pointed wood stick for digging root vegetables. Wood rots quickly in wet alluvial sediments and bums quickly in hot volcanic deposits. Medieval axe patterns have been documented in prints, woodcarvings and in stained glass windows. For the 17th and later centuries, we have publications illustrating axes in addition to actual examples to aid in reconstructing their history.

I have made no attempt to write a history of all cultures and empires. Although general statements are made here as to axe design for different periods, changes in design were usually gradual and the use of different types of axes was often overlapping. Contemporary, but parallel, cultures often had very different degrees of advancement (Where more than one culture during a period had the same technology, only one such culture is usually used to illustrate the period.) The steps involved in the evolution of the axe are generalized changes over long periods of time. They were not necessarily progressive and not always directly related. I have advanced no new theories on the development of man or his axe. A statement made by William Howells in his introduction to Early Man by F. Clark Howell is appropriate here. In speaking of the author, he says: “Having no axe to grind, he will have no hatchet to bury later on.”(3)

The axe is defined in this book as a chopping tool or weapon. In hafted examples, the cutting edge is parallel to the handle, as opposed to the adze which has the cutting edge at right angles to the handle. Some of the terms used here are very similar, such as hand-axe and hand axe, or pebble tool and pebble axe. So, it is almost necessary to list a few definitions. Other terms will be defined as they are used:


Belt axe, tomahawk: a light axe which can easily be carried on the belt; used with one hand as both tool and weapon; bevelled and sharpened on both faces.

Celt: a plain flat axe of stone or metal; hafted in several ways; large ones were hand held.

Hand-axe: a stone shaped or chipped to an edge and held in the hand for chopping and cutting. See Figures 4, 6, and 8.

Hand axe: a small axe with a short handle used with one hand; bevelled and sharpened on both faces; a utility tool.

Hatchet: an axe with a short handle used with one hand and usually bevelled and sharpened on one face only; it is usually a carpenter’s tool.

Pebble axe: a round bodied, usually elongated, natural stone with a ground cutting edge on one end. See Figure 16.

Pebble tool: a natural roundish stone with two or three chips knocked off one end to make a jagged edge. See Figure 2.



Hewing tools that have one face flush or plane and are sharpened and bevelled on the other face are sometimes referred to as basilled or chisel-edged. Here, they will be called single bevel tools. Trimming tools that have both faces bevelled and sharpened will be referred to as double bevel tools.

Except where otherwise noted, all artifacts were in the author’s collection at the time they were photographed. Most Iron Age examples have since been traded. A few facsimile artifacts will be so noted.
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Chapter 1


EARLY MAN

In the beginning, before early man, hominids did not manufacture tools for future use. The most important scientific factor in man’s evolution from a lower animal has been his technology, and the most important part of that technology has been his development of tools. Among these, man’s most important tool has been the axe. The axe was the first, and for 2,000,000 years, the only tool of his we have.

The axe is a very simple tool, but shows so much variation that any example can be dated within close limits. The stages of man’s cultural development have been delineated by many authorities, primarily through the materials, design and degree of workmanship of his axe. Man’s axe is not only an indicator of his scientific advancement, but also of his aesthetic appreciation and often the extent of his intercommunication. The manufacture of the axe is the one event that separated true man from sub-man. Gordon Childe, Robert Spier, and other archaeologists, point out that the axe was the most important tool of prehistoric times and that any realistic history should insist on its significance in molding and determining social systems and economic organization. By his axe you shall know him.(4)


The Evolution of Early Man

The family of man descended from a being anthropologists call Australopithecus, meaning southern ape man. The earliest known hominid —fully erect, walking primate— (at least as of 1994) has been named Australopithecus afarensis, after the Afar Triangle in northern Ethiopia where her remains were found in the 1970s. Not until Donjohanson found these fossils, including the famous Lucy skeleton, and redrew the family tree of man, did most scientists agree on his general evolutionary path.

The Lucy skeleton is the most complete (40% complete) hominid skeleton older than 75,000 years. Afarensis lived about four million years ago. We know that he walked fully erect because of the structure of his leg and hip bones, and from his fossilized foot prints, which have been found at another site in Africa.

Many anthropologists agree that a change in climate in Africa resulted in more savannah, which encouraged Australopithecus to leave the trees and begin to walk upright for better visibility and protection. Walking erect has been associated with such traits as hominids pairing off, loss of estrus, females having offspring every year or so and caring for two or more young at the same time, family groups for protection, and the provision of game for the family by the male. These changes resulted in a less ranging life, less fighting among males, and ever-increasing bipedalism, necessary for carrying things.(5)

Afarensis averaged only about three and one half feet in height and weighed less than 100 pounds. His jaw was V-shaped and his molars were much larger than his front teeth. There was a gap behind his canines, but it was not as wide as that in the tree apes. The evolutionary development of afarensis was slow and progressive. During the million years in which he lived, he became less like an ape and more like man. Most scientists believe that the Australopithecus line divided about three million years ago. One descendant was a robust form and another a “gracile” or slim form. See Figure 1. The first robust hominid we know of was Australopithecus aethiopicus.


[image: FIGURE 1. The Evolution of Man. Many scientists believe that Homo habilis was the first true man, based on his ability to make tools for a future use. They believe that he descended from Australopithecus africanus and that hominids had been walking erect for a million years before then. No tools have been found with fossil remains of Australopithecus.]
FIGURE 1. The Evolution of Man. Many scientists believe that Homo habilis was the first true man, based on his ability to make tools for a future use. They believe that he descended from Australopithecus africanus and that hominids had been walking erect for a million years before then. No tools have been found with fossil remains of Australopithecus.



Remains of aethiopicus were first found in 1985 by Richard Leakey and others at Lake Turkana in East Africa. Their finding, a so-called “black skull”, was about 2.5 million years old. It had a very high bony ridge down the center of the skull, to which were attached very large jaw muscles. The skull had very large molars and premolars, but much smaller front teeth. The lower jaw was very protruding and the face was flat Aethiopicus was about five feet tall and weighed about 150 pounds. Since he was adapted to heavy chewing, he probably lived on roots and other vegetable matter. Aethiopicus was probably succeeded by Australopithecus boisei.

The first Australopithecus boisei was found by Louis and Mary Leakey in Olduvai Gorge in Kenya. He was similar to aethiopicusbvX was less solidly built Since 1959, many more boisei specimens have been found in East Africa, Boisei lived about 1.75 million years ago in a grassland environment. One of his descendants was Autralopithecus robustus.

Robustos was one of the last Australopithecines. He lived about 1.5 million years ago, and most of his remains have been found in the limestone caves of South Africa, As these later Australopithecines became larger, so did their back teeth. Their molars were twice as large as those of more modem man, with much heavier enamel. Robustus may have had difficulty in maintaining himself on a vegetarian diet, adapting to climatic change, or defending himself against predators. In any event, he became extinct about one million years ago. Most anthropologists agree that the Australopithecines were not toolmakers.

A gracile hominid that evolved very gradually from afarensis was Australopithecus africanus. The picture we get of africanus is based on fossils formed about 2.7 million years ago. He probably originated in northeast Africa and lived in a grassland environment during a rather dry period. His teeth were more like those of modem man than previous hominids. If viewed from above, they form a rounded V in outline. There is little projection of the front teeth above the others. Africanus was capable of side to side chewing and was probably omnivorous. The fossils associated with him indicate that his meat diet included lizards, rodents and juvenile members of the larger mammals. Africanus averaged about four feet tall and weighed approximately 100 pounds. The skull shows a short face with a larger brain case and heavier brow ridges. The opening for the spine in the bottom of the skull was more centered than toward the back as in previous hominids. The head appeared to be more balanced on the spine than in his predecessors.

The robust Australopithecines had small brains and huge chewing teeth. Beginning with africanus, the line from which man developed had larger and larger brains and smaller teeth. Africanus may have become extinct from competition with baboons, early man, or both. He was succeeded by Homo habilis about 2.1 million years ago.

Sometime between 2.5 and 3 million years ago, the first human began to evolve from the Australopithecine stem. By 2.2 million years ago, a true man, Homo habilis (handy man) was living in East Africa. Was he the first man? We do not know, since it is always possible that another “human” developed during that million years.

The fossilized remains of Homo habilis were found at Olduvai Gorge and at Lake Turkana by Louis Leakey and his son, Richard Leakey. The cranium of Homo habilis had more vault and was more rounded in the back than that of Australopithecus. His brain was larger even though Australopithecusafricanus and robustus were as large, or larger, in body than he was. Habilis was probably four feet tall and weighed about 100 pounds, but was powerfully built for his height. His lower jaw was lighter and his teeth smaller than those of Australopithecus. This very early man camped beside streams or lakes. He probably controlled fire but could not initiate it. His lack of development and cultural progress is reflected in his simple tools. He was probably a vegetable and meat scavenger until about a million years ago, when he became a hunter and gatherer. His culture has been named Oldowan and is
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FIGURE 2. PEBBLE TOOL. Man’s first chopping tool. Tools of this same pattern have been found in numbers, in association with fossilized animal remains and those of early man himself, on many sites in Africa dated as early as 2.5 million years ago. Many were made from stone not native to the area where found. This example is from the Swanscombe site in England and dated about 330,000 BC.
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FIGURE 3. Typical man-made flint flake, showing bulb of percussion and bulb scar below the striking point at top center. Also note the typical fissure marks radiating from the striking point and ripple marks concentric to it, although man-made flakes do not always have all of these marks.



typified by the pebble tool. Anthropological findings show that hominids were walking upright for about a million years before they began to make tools, approximately 3 million years ago.
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