
SVIDENCE OF THE A.MERICAN I NDIAN 
USD~G STONE 'rO MA!ill MSTAL AH'J:ii rAC•J: 0 

About one hundred fift y feet above t he Snn};:e River i n South 

Central Ida ho , near the present Upp r Salmon F'alls Powe r Plant, is 

one of t he camp grounds of t he Oregon Trail pioneers . Debris found 
~e.... 

at t his site gives mute evidence ofAthe hardship of t he pioneers and 

the ingenuity of t he Indian . Today , OQr maps dismiss this pl a ce o 

history wi th t he terse l egal description of Towns hip 8 outh , Range 

13 East , Section J , East Boi~e Me ridian . 

He r e , the i mmi grants were faced with a l ong a~d difficult climb 

to t he top of t he canyon and t hi s spot , with i t s abundance of water 

and fish, was an ideal pl a ce to rest the animals and members of the 

wagon train party before hazarding t he sinuous g r ade . 1'he t ype and 

amount of debris found at the site indicates t hB-t t 1e stay was brie:fj 

but long enou~h to repair the harness , wagons, water barrels , and make 

t he loads "shipshape" before c ont i nui n,_ the journey . 

The Indi ans were keen observers - for , indeed , t he ir very lives 

depended on t heir powers of perception - so . undoubtedly , they regarded 

very close l y t he activities of t hese interlope rs with awe for both 

their many possessions and t he ir knowledge of wor1<" in,:; me tal . Masters 

in t he art of maki ng and usin.g stone tools, they must have watched 

with fasci nati on the White man weilding the coveted steel knife , 

working and stralghtening the metal of t he wagon wheels and doing 

other metal work . 

I first v i s ited the camp about t h irty Jears go at the sugp;~st1.on 

of "Daddy" Vader , a Hagerman pioneer , who told or seeing t he fla ts near 



2 

Owsley•s c rossing covered with t eepees , r a cks of salmon drylng in t he 

warm sun and t he inhabitant s bus y ca tch i ng fi sh and do i ng t heir many 

chores . I s tud i ed t he flaki ng debita~e a t the Indi an camps i t e - which 

ha s since been des troyed by roe.d c onstructi on - and t hen went t o t he 

nearby campgr ound of the Or egon l'r a il part y . Over the years , i t had 

been e rroded by t he pr e va i ling Wes t winds and many pi e ces of s crap 

iron , br oke n g l ass , or nout harness parts , flakes of f lint-like 

gt ~rial , sto~e anvi ls , four c ompl ~ted metal poi nt s , one b r oke n 

ab . riginal- m de met~l tnife , bangles , and other me t al artifa ct s i n 

V9.rious stages of "Jlanufact ur e h~td been uncovered . C All mat~ri al '.·ms 

s urf a c e c ol l ?. c ted • nd. , t o my knowledge , t he s i te h::ts :t'l8Ve r been 

e cav'3.te'4 . or d o It ink i t ~orthwhi l. at t ~ ts lat e date , fo r the 

occupati on of bot h t he Red and Wh i te man was brie f and the Jes t wi nds 

have l ong since uncov".= r ed anyth i ng of i nterest or value . 

A.f tcr the pi oneers had :roovzd on , the Indians , i ns t inc t i v~ and 

compu l s i ve g l eaners, vis ited t he s i te to recover wh8t , in t he ir 

opinion , wer. treasur e s d i s carded by t hB waste f u l wh l te man . Amon,cr 

t he "ca stoffs " t hey gathered up p i 8 c es of d isca rded i ron and mad e 

t hem into projs cti.le points , cutting i mpl eme nt s , bAA g les and othe r 

useful 1. t ems . 

The i r r egul a rit y and c har a cter of t ' e s c c,irs o,. t he 8 Craps of i ron 
/ 

ind ic '3.t e t 119 t stone tool s were us .d. i n t he :nsmufa ct rl n proces. (y nd a l so 

demons tra tes t ~e progr e s s of c onv .rting t 'e r1w m3 t 9rl a l t o t 1 ~ i ~l s ~ed 

pr oduct - part i cular ly t 1 e r o j cct i le poi nts and t he b~ng l~s ( Fi g . }. 

Two anv tl ston,s wit'(!ypica1) functi onal ba~r; s ca rs w,ie fo'"'1d and 

se veral brui sed a d br oken h.snnm.e r s t ones ~ Affo st ne c11is-l ·ms f ound t 

t he s1 te , but ba tt-red pi eces of t ough , si licous st one -v-'.'l r e comingl ed with 

" t he metal debr i s a nd pi ~ce s o s crap mat 3r i al bore hi<:z;h ly i r r egnl 9.r c a r se :' 
~ .. 
0, 

"' 



cuts ind i cating that the chisel wa'"' stone rather than me tal . :3cars 
. /~ ~7:~-tk,, _.a4R- "f -y 

on the metal are r 0ugh and c oncave, ~4~-- - str t ki.--n~ ri t h a stone 

hamme r . £ Ho-·ev.cr, t11e randon n3.tu.re of these scars s ·-, o: thstt the 

. Indian wor1{er, 1i t h his stone hammer , lac1rnd the finesse of t he 

experi-nced blt1.cks:nith using a s mooth-fa c ed metal hamme r .) The size 
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an de pth of the s cars indic<"tte that t h~ iron was first soft--ned by 

heating and t' en a stone anvil and ham.'Tierstona used to p ound t\.1e me ta l 
~-a_, ~4? ~~ ",-At_, 

to the desired thinness or t h ickness . Hcat ing @le t al facilit9tes formi ng) 

~ nd it would also prev-ent t he stone hammer from fractu,rir1g ) Som:3 of the 

piec s were proba bly part s of barrel hoops, or thin strapping , and would 

need no thinning but coul . be ormed into arrow1oints b y marely us i ns 

a stone chisel e,nd a suitable percussor . Howevar, one metal poi ~t be r s 

scars which are s mooth and. cleancut - similar to those left by trie c ommon 

c old chisel - indic9tin3 that a me t a l c ~ i sel ras us ed to form th9 stem . 

(\:s vera l of the metal a rt if a cts were qba.Yldoned during vt:iri ous sto.p;es of 

manuf:,.cture ,1' sl~ ~~ ~ ~ of 1rnrlz to m~li<e a useful tool . 

This :'.?J.:=>.y have heen be cause t he Ind ia.n was unsh-:illed in metal work and 

SiI!l.ply gave up , or be cause h"' fi113,l l y d,ctd d that :1is stone tools iere 

superior . 

Oth'.'! r -~t si. l art ifa ct'"' f ound 9,t the site w~re : (1) a broken knlfe

like objec t with a long tang , (6 . 1 centime ters) probPbly desi~ned to be 

insert .-~d into a handle ; (2) a p i e c e of metal (14 . 2 centtme ters) , discar ded 

before comple tion , was apparently being t hinn,d by orocess of h 0 attng 
l{~ 

and drawing wi th the 1:rnrker usinp; an anvil stone and ha:uuner.stone . (Fi g . :S ) 

(J ) a small punch like object (4 . J centlnete rs) formed b pound ~ the 

latera l margi s . 

Four c onpl e t ed proj9ctile points v' Are f ollnd , ee.c h vr i th 

variable forn and outline . One {::f t he point~ (5 . 5 centi me ters ) has a n 
.MAJR,,, 

incurvate tip , prob:c,bly the result of £:Hai;;:.ti1')n . Anothe r has the stem 

broken off (3 . 5 cent i me t e r s) , and t he ~ o are ~ .J~j;,;de-t- vi 
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points - probably lost by the Indian_) One of the flnished points 

indicates that them tal was lamlnated and then rubbed , or ground, for 

final shaping and formlng . 

lso found were bangles 1n various stages of fabrication , the 

manufacturing scars lndicattng that they were being worked with stone tool s . 

History records the Indian as knott1ng bangles to the fringe of his buck

skin clothing as bot h a decoration and for the enjoyment of the t1nk11ng 
. ' (t,a.f 3 "i ~-0 
sound given off from the body movement . ( Ohe

1
10f the bangles is questtonable , 

for 1t could well be c onical arr owpolnt and not a bangle at all . Today , 

the modern arch ruses a conical point for target practice and this so- caled 

bangle resembles very much the moder n day conical arrowpolnt 0 

Apparently, then , around one hundred y ars ago , small bands of 

pioneers on their vlestward jpurney and c onverting the metal 1nto potnts and 
f1'-tlv-~ 

cutting lmplementsA This site is important in that it records the histor y 

of the Indian converting from stone to metal tools , but using stone as the 

working media . The change from stone to metal points oeoured 1n a relatively 

short period of t1~e and thls site might be said to be one of the rec ords 

of the beginning of the nd 1
' of the great tone Age . Y..,o the Indian , the 

metal point was an improvement . Not because 1t was sharper - or , indeed , 

1t required more sharpening - but because he could recover , straighten and 

re-use the same point . An analogy might be the white mans • change from t he 

~harps sin le-shot rlfle to the repeating dtnchast~r . 

It ts interesttng to note that here we have the Indlan ustn~ stone 

to make metal points while 1n Point Barrow , Alaska . the aborigine went to 

great effort to fashion ivory flakers with metal t ips to manuf oture stone 

tools . (' 1lliam Irving , Nat' l iUseum , Canada , Personal communtoat t on . 1967) 

(' 
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