Ancestral Puebloan Tools

Ancestral Puebloans did not have metal, so they used raw materials from their environments to make the tools needed to meet their basic needs of food, water and shelter. They made tools for grinding, cutting, pounding, chopping, scraping, polishing, and weaving. Most of the tools that they made were created from stone, bone and wood. Some tools were made out of the fibers and leaves of plants. 

Stone tools were very handy for creating sharp edges used for cutting, clearing land and hunting. 

*Spear and Atlatl (spear thrower)- the atlatl is used to throw the spear further and faster for larger prey such as buffalo and bear. The spear dates back an amazing 20,000 years, whereas the bow and arrow was first introduced only about 1,500 years ago.

*Axe- sharp edges were used for cutting or clearing land for cultivation.

*Mano and Matete- A grinding surface and stone used for grinding up food items such as corn kernels into maize. Often, they had a course, medium and fine grit.

*Obsidian- This volcanic glass-like consistency rock was used as a sharp point, usually on the end of a weapon called an arrowhead or spear point. It also worked great as a fillet knife for cutting large chunks of meat.

Bone tools would sometimes be used as knives as well. They were efficient at scraping off the animal meat from the skin and fur. Sometimes the hollow bones of birds would be used for jewelry.

*Awls were used for sewing. An awl is a sharp pointed needle that was used to punch through surfaces of leather.

Wood was used to make and carve out the bow and arrow and spear and atlatl for hunting. Spindles were made for weaving. Digging sticks, with fire-hardened points at one end, were used for cultivating corn, beans and squash. Wood was also used to carve out flutes, make several carvings (small toys for young children), handles for axes, and other various miscellaneous items such as drills, canoes, crutches, etc.

Plant fibers (cotton, milkweed, yucca) were sometimes used as nets for capturing small game. The roots would be pounded and used as a soap for shampoo. Yucca leaves and fibers were often used to make women articles such as sandals, ropes, and snares. They would also be used for basketmaking and/or carrying items like a backpack. The Ancestral Puebloans were known as “basketweavers” for this very reason. Often times the plant fibers would be mixed in with rabbit fur and used for carrying babies. 

Pottery was first introduced for survival purposes only. The pottery would be made from clay and used for cooking, storing and transporting goods. It was not until later on that pottery became a symbolic icon that represented culture and spriritual beliefs.

It was not a rare occasion for native groups to trade tools with another. This processed helped ensure survival among groups.  Items that would be traded would include: Shells for bracelets, pendants, beads, as well as macaws for ceremonies. Macaws feathers were beautiful and were commonly used as tools for religious iconologies. Macaws were unique in that they hold a lot of spiritual significance for the Native people even today.

More information on Ancestral Puebloan tools can be found at Mesa Verde NM: nps.gov/meve
