Hunting For Stone:
An Interview with James Van Lanen on Lithic Technologies
[this interview appeared in Oak Journal #3]

Editor’s Note: because the questions asked were minimal, the interview is presented mostly as a
single telling, with breaks.

Oak Journal: We've talked a lot in the past about some of your explorations into Paleoarcheaology
and stone technology, which has always been fascinating to me. So, what are some of your latest
revelations surrounding the world of lithics?

James: Everything we’ve talked about in the past, in regard to stone technology, has been proven to
me on the ground by finding these sites and these stone tools.

I’ve figured this out just by engaging in the landscape and in the sites and in the materials | was
finding that was left over -- let’s say from between 14,000 to maybe 300 years ago. It’s too hard to
say for sure what’s what out there. When | was younger, | had found some of these stone scrapers
and it really didn’t look like much. | didn’t even realize what it was until | started getting into
primitive skills. And then | found one in Africa when | was exploring these old Bushmen caves. |
couldn’t believe it, that it was almost identical to the scraper | found in Wyoming.

It all becomes so obvious. You don’t need some sophisticated thing. There doesn’t need to be
progress, there really doesn’t need to be because the same thing that -- | would say -- that those
Bushmen caves, who knows how old that is, but it’s the exact same technology all the way across
from Africa to here and it’s super simple. You could easily make this tool with just a little bit of
practice in flintknapping and you can use that tool to accomplish all sorts of tasks out there.

That was, for me, super primal awareness about -- sort of digging into this whole fear of not having
what you need and this obsession with having to have all this technology. “Oh my God, what are we
going to do? We’re all going to die.” It just becomes kind of laughable when you learn about stone
tools.

Then | got turned on to this book which a really cool rewilding person gave me called The Universal
Tool Kit by Paul Campbell.' Paul Campbell has to be one of the most amazing primitivists ever and
he should not fall under anybody’s radar. He passed away but he was a genius. He also wrote this
book, Survival Skills of Native California, which is like a coffee table book, 400 pages thick of
diagram after diagram of primitive skills." But The Universal Tool Kit is the most brilliant primitivist
thesis. The book is pretty much an anarcho-primitivist manifesto, and | tend to say that about many
different anthropology and archaeology textbooks that | find but it truly is.

The whole thing is this: he starts in the Olduvai Gorge at 2.5MYA and a bit older. And he shows you
the tools, a series of tools, that were made 2.5MYA and then he shows you the full continuity of
those tools staying almost completely the same, with very little progression, all the way up until
historical times. Not only in Native America, which he specializes in -- he’s really into California
and The Great Basin -- but he digs in to show where there are these African pastoralists, believe it or



not, who still make stone tools in Africa, using the exact same types of scraper and adzes that were
being found well over a million years ago in Africa. There are still these different pastoralist groups
who make these things to tan their cow skins with. |1 had no idea. These pastoralist groups, they go
and harvest the stones, just like ancient people would have done, from these old quarries in Africa
and they still sit in their places and flint knap and scrape hides.

The other thing that Paul Campbell really digs in to, which is really important, is female
flintknapping. | was showing people artifacts and talking about some of these sites that I’ve been
visiting, and I'd be like, “Yeah, this guy was sitting here -- this dude was sitting here knapping, look.”
And | had a female friend of mine say, “well, why does it have to be a dude?” She was entirely right.
And | started realizing through Paul Campbell and thinking about this that many, many of the tools
that I’ve been finding now over the last seven or eight years are women’s tools. They’re not men’s
tools, they’re women’s tools. And based on what Paul Campbell is saying about Africa it’s very
likely that during the Stone Age, when people really used stone tools, prolifically and all of the time,
that women were expert knappers just as much as men were.

This is something that | don’t think a lot of people think about, especially your modern American
flintknapper guy at the skills gathering or the knap-in. My impression would be that they don’t even
think about the gendered side of this. So that’s really impressive. For example, | find numerous
shelter sites which I can identify by these rock rings. Sometimes they call them tipi rings, stone
circles -- once you know how to look for these things it will blow your mind as to how many there are
out there, these old shelters. And then, often times, I’ve found distinctive, large-size chopper and
scraper tools that would just be sitting right next to the shelter ring. You wouldn’t even notice it if
you were just looking at the ground because it looks just like a rock in the ground. But if you goin
there and dig it out and you kind of know what the top of these look like there a scraper will be there.
| found this really beautiful one last month right next to the shelter ring. Then, two days ago, | found
another shelter ring and there was this little rock sticking out -- sure enough, it was the exact same
type of large-size, heavy, hand-held chopper scraper tool that | firmly believe women would have
been using to flesh hides or flesh big hunks of meat off of bone, among other things.

I’m not going to disclose locations but I’ll just say that once you attune yourself to this stuff you will
find that, at least across the American West -- because I’m a Westerner, | don’t know nothing about
the Midwest or the East -- but west of the Rocky Mountains, from the Black Hills all the way through
the Great Basin, the amount of evidence of hunter-gatherers on this continent is prolific and it’s still
out there. Once you attune yourself to this you will find it. You will find it all over the place. It’s
mind-blowing, it opens up an entire world -- a spiritual world and a world of understanding of the
past, that life wasn’t always like this and that this amazing landscape was the home of these
hunting and gathering people for 10,000 years or more depending on what you believe
archaeologically.

This place that we live in is the home of these hunter-gatherers. And we’re not talking about
equestrian hunter-gatherers that got horses after the Spanish arrived and your normal idea of
historical Native Americans. No, these were nomadic large-game hunters that are organized at a
band level. Sort of iconic, nomadic hunter-gatherers. Now, that’s these environments where I’'m



finding this stuff, which is Great Plains, Rocky Mountains, Great Basin. Things are differentin
coastal areas and also along the larger rivers where there’s a lot of salmon runs so you had more
complexity. Then also, of course, the development of farming along major rivers in the desert
Southwest and so forth -- 4,000 years ago -- that’s a different scenario.

But, outside of all that, there’s band-level nomadic hunter-gatherers occupying these places. |
don’t want to say exactly where these sites are but anywhere it’s not developed and there’s not too
much vegetation you can find surface evidence of these sites, tools and shelters -- caches and
hunting blinds and even rock-walled game drives. There even still exists free-standing shelters of
wood, they still exist in many states in certain hidden spots: Colorado, Utah, Wyoming particularly,
Nevada in the White Mountains area | believe. There still exists what’s called wickiups, basically a
conical wooden shelter -- they’re still free-standing in these mountains from past hunter-gatherers.

| don’t think any of these are over 500 years old because wood deteriorates. What’s happened with
these wooden shelters is the wood is rotting from the bottom, so they’re shrinking. They’ve been
able to analyze the time that it would take for that wood to rot, so they’ve been able to date some of
those approximately. But a lot of these are surface-level finds so you would never know directly,
unless you could identify a Folsom or Clovis point or something -- there’s several other point
complexes and specific types of knapping that will help you identify what something is. Otherwise,
you don’t know. You’d have to be doing an archaeological dig and see the stratified layers. But,
continuity of occupation? For sure, because some of the spots are also really good sources of tool-
stone. I’'ve also been able to scope out areas where there’s really good outcroppings of toolstone
and wherever those are you will find piles and piles of lithics forever. You’ll see the actual stone
quarries where they had harvested all the material and that had to have been going on for
thousands of years because there’s still so much material there. | go to some of these spots to grab
tool-stone for my own use.

And that’s pretty hard. I’'ve experimented with trying to extract tool stone from right out of the
ground and these bigger, giant boulders and it’s really hard to do. So sometimes it’s a mystery to
me, how in the hell were they getting this rock out of the ground? That’s something that Paul
Campbell talks about a lot.

The point | wanted to make initially on that was I’ve taken it upon myself to -- some of them are so
beautiful | just leave them, they’re so amazing -- but you’ll find a shit-ton of cores. A core is
basically the big cobble that people were knocking flakes off to make tools from. I’ll find these
things; | call them Paleo-cores. And they can be small, or they can be really big, big enough to
where it’s pretty heavy to carry. Butyou’ll see this chunk of rock and you’ll see where all the flakes
were getting knocked off. This anthropogenically modified chunk of rock and | have a few of them
right now. | just made a biface out of one where I’m like, you know what, this was a good core, this
guy or woman tossed this core because they were done with it, but it’s still got a lot of material.

I’ll take that thing back home and I’'ll use that core and knock flakes off and make my own flakes
and points out of. I’ll basically keep going on the work that someone stopped several thousand
years ago, and I’ll just pick back up where they left off. And that’s phenomenal, you’re just holding
this stone that -- who knows how many thousands of years ago someone was knocking flakes off of
it. Here’s a platform, boom, knock a flake off and keep going. At first, | thought, | don’t want to
mess with these because they’re artifacts, but there’s so much of this stuff everywhere it doesn’t



really matter. It’s kind of this anarchist principle. One of the things you realize when you’re out here
is these people were recycling stone and stone after stone, undoubtedly. This gets to one of the
biggest points | want to make: you’ll find all this stuff out there that is for sure recycled. It’s used for
a little while, tossed, maybe someone 300-400 years later picked it up again and decided to make a
tool out of it or do a little re-touch and get it sharp and good again -- they’ll toss it again. You don’t
even know for how many thousands of years these individual tools have been recycled and used by
these different bands of hunters and different cultures. These landscapes, certain areas are
covered with so many stone tools -- I’'m not even joking, I’m talking about hundreds of thousands of
stone tools littering the landscape. Why would people need to carry these things all around?

You can fully see the mentality when you find these stone tools laying on the ground that it’s no
attachment to technology. Totally immediate return in this regard. You knock off a flake, off a core
oryou find a flake that someone dropped, and you’re like, “this is what | need right now.” And very
quickly, with rudimentary knapping, turn this thing into something useful to accomplish a quick
task. There’s no need to carry this thing around because the task is done, and you know you’re
going to find more stone as you continue to move across the land. So why carry this stuff around?
It’s completely antithetical to this whole civilized, domesticated paranoia and obsession with
shopping and having all these things.

This is why this is so important to the psychology of rewilding and why people should really dig into
this. When | first got into primitivism, | went to a knap-in once and | tried flintknapping and | was
like, “oh, this sucks. Why would you want to do this? This is just tedious and hard work. | suck at
it.” | broke a buncha shit and left. “l don’t need this, there’s going to be plenty of metal -- I'll always
have metal tools, they’ll always be around. | can get scrap metal and make shit. Why do | need to
use rock?” Well, man, a few decades later | realize that was a stupid assumption. The lessons to
be learned from messing around with stone tools, in terms of primitivism and rewilding and anti-civ
and going against technology are just profound. They are massively profound because what you
learn is you really don’t need anything to accomplish so many of life’s basic tasks once you unlock
this stone tool potential.

Paul Campbell points out that you don’t even need good tool stone. | was ignoring any other rocks
unless they were flashy tool stone that | could easily identify walking around because it’ll shine in
the sun. “Oh there’s some tool stone!” Run over there -- but Paul Campbell points out that those
stones don’t even matter that much. They matter -- but even the fancy tool stone like the flint and
the obsidian, especially, they are more brittle than the harder stone like quartzite. For doing heavier
jobs like cutting down a tree or adzes or cutting out a bow stave or atlatl board, super heavy work,
you don’t want to use that type of stone. You want to use super hard stone.

You don’t even knap it -- sure, you could do percussion flaking on some of that stuff but it’s almost
too hard to break with percussion, even with a hammer stone. So, the way that those tools were
created -- and he basically shows you that that’s probably the first way people started flintknapping
2.5MYA or more -- by smashing these big cobbles of quartzite on to big anvil stones, big rocks laying
on the ground that were solid like boulders. You basically just heave the thing over your head in the
hopes of smashing it. What you’ll get is a really heavy, super robust -- if it flakes correctly, you get a
super robust chopper that you can do all kinds of shit with, it’s like a hand axe, the most primitive
hand axe. Paul Campbell shows how you can just go break these quartzite flakes, get this



rudimentary hand axe, chop down a tree -- 2 or 3 inch diameter tree -- you can use the same thing
plus the flake that comes off of it, which will be a thinner flake usually, and you can make a bow that
will kill a big game animals just with a river cobble. He’s doing it in 3-4 hours, making a bow and
arrow all with quartzite river cobbles, no fancy tool stone. His pointis you don’t need shit.

Once you learn this you can basically -- all you need is your own two hands and some rocks. And he
shows you; you can make fireboard so you can get fire going; can use these things to extract bark to
make cordage. He shows how atlatls were made just with these really rudimentary stone tools,
nothing fancy at all. Then, the other thing that he makes really clear is that, points themselves, like
these projectile points that we romanticize -- we romanticize these as being this cool stone
technology that you find in museums because they’re fancy and artsy. These things are not actually
as prolific as you think. Campbell shows you how you could easily kill animals with just burnished
fire-hardened wood tips that you carve with just little flakes of quartzite river cobble and those are
just as sharp as stone and they’ll just as easily kill big game. He goes into how to make a bone tool,
how to sharpen a bone -- just with these river cobbles.

He’s ignoring obsidian and these other fancy stones almost completely. So, before | even read Paul
Campbell, | started noticing this too. | was finding these really heavy quartzite hand axes and
choppers. It was really cool. They made this big hand axe out of this really heavy quartzite. | would
take it home and try to knap it and turn it into something. | could not breakit. | would whack on it
with the heaviest hammer stone and | can’t break it. How did they do this? These dudes must have
been so strong and rugged and gnarly to break this stuff...but now by reading Paul Campbell, | have
it figured out. You either hold the big piece of quartzite on the top of your head and you either bring
it down full force on top of a boulder or you just heave the thing at the boulder as an anvil. Another
way to do it is you set the piece of quartzite -- granite is another stone he talks about, granite works
too -- you set that down on an anvil and you get another super heavy cobble and then you heave
that over your head with your two hands on top of your core that you’re trying to make a tool out of.
And if you do it right it will make a really sharp flake.

He basically shows that this is the primary way people were making stone tools for millions of years
and that fancier percussion and pressure flaking and things like that -- they are important too, but
they don’t matter as much. So now that I’'ve seen this, I’ve found tools like this all over the place,
they are all over the place. I’m even thinking “is this a tool?” And you think, maybe itisn’t but it
actually works as one.

There are these things called scraper planes and, after | read Paul Campbell, | realized that | was
overlooking these tools called scraper planes. | thought they were little miniature cores that people
had knocked a ton of flakes off and tossed them. But actually, these scraper planes have a 90-
degree angle on one or more of the edges. It’s almost like a turtle shell block and it’s really sharp.
And Paul Campbell says these are scraper planes, like a planer for planing wood; planing off pieces
of wood for making a bow stave. Now | find these scraper planes all over the place.

The other day | picked one up, you wouldn’t believe -- | was cruising above the top of this canyon
and there’s a little rock shelf and, sure enough - and this is becoming a constant thing for me - | find
these flintknapping sites where someone was just sitting on a nice little rock bench with a view of
the country below them flintknapping. And you’ll see a bunch of flakes, sometimes you’ll find a
really nice scraper or a burin or a spokeshave just sitting



there on the rock just very cleanly left as if the person did a job, was sitting there on the cliff
overlooking the valley looking for game, and then when they were done they just sat down that tool
and just walked away. And then, however many thousand years later, | show back up and sit down
in the same spot and pick up that tool. | pick up those tools, I look at them, | set them down and
keep going. But the other day | found one of these scraper planes just sitting there next to all these
other lithics that this knapper had left there. | was like, wow, this scraper plane is exactly what Paul

Campbell talks about and it’s super sharp still. So, |took it and started trying to plane out a big
piece of wood that was laying right there off to the side. It was so sharp | was just peeling off huge
shavings of wood flattening out this log with that scraper plane someone had left there thousands
of years ago.

It was so beautiful. But | played with it for a few and then | set the scraper plane back down and
kept moving and kept walking and finding more. That could go for any of these tools. I’'ve actually
picked up several of these tools and done little jobs. | grabbed some yucca fiber, cut off some
yucca leaves and started to extract the fiber, using this tool that | found. Areally nice little hand
scraper that | found on the ground. | used that to clean the yucca leaves up and then smash it all up
so | can clean the fibers. Then | used those fibers to make yucca cordage. | took another paleo
stone tool that | found, which is a scraper adze -- which Paul Campbell talks about a lot, like a
planing adze with an undercut edge on the scraping side -- | took that thing and it looked to me as if
it had been hafting because there were hafting notches on the far end of it -- archaeologists call
that the distal end, the scraping side would be the proximal end. That’s just some nerdy stuff. On
the distal end there were these notches which | think were used for hafting. | started to, just by
using just the stone tool that | found out there, to rehaft that scraper adze to a branch handle that |
chopped off of a tree with a stone chopper that | found. | got the yucca fiber and | twisted the
cordage. Then | took this little stone saw thing that | found -- | believe they were using as a saw, it
had a serrated edge -- and | carved out the handle and the platform for the handle, scraped the bark
off the tree branch and then took the yucca cord and hafted that adze with those hafting notches to
that handle.

That tool, | know from working with the Lakotas, that tool is called a wahinki and is basically a
scraping adze but it was a primary tool used for dry-scraping buffalo skin, both the skin and hair



side. So I’'m sure that’s what | found and | sat there and recreated it -- not with my own knapping but
with some tool that some native person knapped however many thousands of years ago and | just
recreated it myself hanging out there at one of these sites.

The other day | started cruising up this ridge that | wanted to check out and | started to find stone
tools scattered here and there. | got to this spot where there were five or six scraper or burin tools
just sitting on this rock, very neatly set on this rock. Like the person who was using them had just
set them down and left. Well, that’s really cool. | notice there’s another rock with a few more of
them set on there just like that. | said, wow, this is cool, someone was hanging out here doing some
work and they just left. As | started to zoom back, | realized | was right inside of a stone circle, a
shelter. Then I realized the whole shelter was littered with stone tools, some of them just laying
around some of them set aside all neatly.

And then | saw some more tool stone popping in the sun and | walked over there, another 15 feet
away. There was another shelter ring filled with stone tools and then | found another one. Basically,
these three shelter rings filled with stone tools, up on this ridge, with this most commanding view of
the country. It’s just like...wow, look at how these people were living. From up there you could see
all these different areas where game could have been going through. You have this beautiful camp
and they were just there living, doing their work.

And there was tool stone all around for them to gather and all these other materials.

| kept going down that ridge and | ended up finding another camp with three more stone circle and
the same deal. They had just very neatly cached their stone tools, they had just set them on these
rocks very neatly, as if they had planned to come back. And | guess they never came back
(civilization came and fucked them over). But that’s still there, you can walk right there and look at
this. To me, it just never ceases to blow my mind and be inspiring.

The other thing | want to say is, it’s really hard to find a projectile point. And | don’t know if that has
to do with the fact that some of these areas were known early in the 1900s. There was this big
artifact collector craze going on, around the 1920s there were a lot of artifact collectors going
around looking for native artifacts. And they may have known about these sites and they basically
got any of the projectile points that were there. But they ignored -- they didn’t even notice or
straight ignored the more rudimentary stone tools which are actually the more practical tools that
people would be using with their day-to-day tasks all the time throughout prehistory, throughout
those 3 million years that Paul Campbell talks about. Those tools just all got ignored, likely, by
these artifact collectors but they got all of the projectile points. So those are very hard to find.

Another angle to that is that it could be that the projectile points were so valuable those things were
always carried with these people and they rarely got lost. When they did get lost it was in hunting,
so finding one of those is like finding a needle in a haystack. Though | have found several projectile
points over the years those are few and far between, a literal needle in a haystack compared to the
thousands of stone tools, practical stone tools, laying around.

If any hikers or unaware people go to these spots it is almost certain they will not even notice, at all,
that they are walking across this hunter-gatherer landscape. They will be completely oblivious to it.



They might see one of the shiny rocks, pick it up and look at it, “oh that’s a really cool rock.” Toss it
or take it home because “it’s such a pretty rock” but they will not understand that that is actually a
stone tool, they won’t even get it. In fact, when | was younger, | didn’t get it either. | didn’t realize
that these were actual tools, but they are. | think that, again, just speaks to the unlocking of our
psychology that we need here, to realize that we can liberate ourselves from all this technological
slavery by embracing stone technology.

You can make a bow that will kill a big game animalin less than a couple hours from almost any
tree. | guess making the bow string would be the more time-consuming part. You can literally do
that; you can make a quickie bow that will kill big game at a close distance and once that dries out it
may not last that long. But you can do it really quick.

Paul Campbells book is so
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Also important is that you really don’t need fancy, artsy looking finely knapped points or arrowheads
to kill big game animals. Simple rudimentary flakes easily knocked off a spall will do, providing they
are thin and blade like. Sometimes you will knock off a flake that is almost a perfect blade and is
even pointed. These types of thin flakes are sharper than steel, and way sharper than a retouched,
pressure-flaked point. You might need to shape these hasty-type blades a little bit, and you likely do
need to add some hafting notches, or at least dull down the hafted (proximal) end, but the big
message | am trying to get across here is that a super simple basic flake/blade is often a more



superior slicing and killing tool than is anything with fancy looks. You really don’t need to expend a
lot of energy, or become obsessed with the symbolic, to achieve a stone point that is wholly lethal.
But you would never know this truth by following the popular museum-like imagery of primitive
arrows, spears, and knives etc. And there are archaeological finds where initial interpretations just
write-off these projectile like blades as unsophisticated throwaway lithic debitage etc., but then
other analysts come along and say ‘no, these are actually projectile points that killed animals at
this site - it’s just that the makers/hunters were able to turn simple flakes into lethal projectiles and
seemed to be more concerned with what was quick, easy, and effective rather than with what is
fancy’" So, when | started realizing all of this | was like ‘yep, these hunters who were only using
simple sharp flakes to kill game are definitely the anarchists of the hunting and gathering world.
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