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Hand Mauls: Woodworking Tools from British Columbia

Aboriginal peoples in British Columbia used the hand maul for hammering and pounding tasks, often in combination with a chisel or splitting wedge, in the making of large wooden plank houses, dugout canoes and totem poles. Made of heavy, dense stone and gripped in the hand, it would have taken considerable strength to use this tool and the making of one a long, laborious job. A hammerstone was used to peck the maul into shape, and then the surface would be smoothed using a stone abrader. Some mauls from northern British Columbia were shaped like a stirrup. They could be grasped by the other hand for additional force in pounding.

Hand mauls and shaped hammerstones, such as those illustrated here, were typically made 700-800 years ago until European contact.

A Collection of Stone Tools from Alberta

Humans have lived in Alberta since the end of the last ice age - about 13,000 years. For most of this time, populations were small and dependent on hunting and gathering for their livelihood. The most common and durable evidence of this period is the chipped stone tools that people made, used and discarded, and the debris created during their manufacture. Different periods can sometimes be detected in the varying styles of stone tools such as projectile points made for hunting. Other tool types remained essentially unchanged over long periods and are not as useful as chronological indicators; end-scrapers made for removing flesh from hides being an example. In addition, different regions developed different styles, or even different types of tools, using stones unique to the area.

Knowing the sometimes subtle differences among styles of tools and the usually obvious differences between tool types, plus the location of the sources of stone, from which they were made, often helps in understanding boundaries between ancient groups, movement of peoples, and the extent of interaction between regions. Even though stone tools represent only a fraction of the materials that ancient peoples once used, archaeologists have found many ways to extract information from them about the lives of ancient peoples.

They represent major periods of occupation in the western interior of Canada (Early, Middle and Late periods before European contact), as well as some major types of tools made during those periods, and some of the most important kinds of stone used for tool making. Most of these specimens are from southern Alberta, but a few are from the more poorly studied central and northern regions.

Thule

Beginning around 800 to a thousand years ago, the ancestors of today's Inuit began migrating into Canada from Arctic Alaska. Archaeologists call these earliest Canadian Inuit, the "Thule" (pronounced tooley), after a place in Greenland where their archaeological remains were first discovered. The Thule Inuit were superb hunters, particularly adept at hunting sea mammals, including seal, walrus, beluga, and even the huge bowhead whale. They had a sophisticated tool kit, with a complex range of hunting equipment utilizing bows and arrows, harpoons and harpooning gear, and kayaks. Manufacturing gear included adzes, bow drills and snow-knives.The Thule employed a variety of knives for cutting up game animals, scrapers for working hides, sewing gear, snow goggles, combs, lamps and pots, amulets, toys and games. All have been wonderfully preserved in the permanently frozen soils of the far north.




