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In the knapping pit we remember the heroic poem of our 
stone age lineage, we feel it in our bones.

YOUTH PROGRAMS ADULT PROGRAMS

Forest School
TUE - FRI | 10am - 3pm | All Ages

After School Camps
MON + WED | 4:30pm - 6:30pm | Ages 9+

TUE + THU | 4:30pm - 6:30pm | Ages 6-8 
drop-off begins at 4:00pm

Monthly Overnights | Ages 9+

Foraging & Medicine Making: OCT 2, 9, 16, 23

Special Herbalism Class (Details TBD): OCT 13

Acorn Processing Primer: OCT 27

Knives & Sheaths: DEC 15

Tunkashila 

‘Plinck- plinck-crack-shhhiiink,’’ the 
hauntingly satisfying sounds coming 
from the knapping pit where a group 
of  5-8-year-olds practice the ancient 
skill of  stone tool reduction, or flint 
knapping. Here, in an isolated corner 
of  the White Pine campus, we go deep 
into the South Shield finding focus, 
intent, and determination. We begin 
with large chunks of  Oregon obsidian, 
nodules of  Texas chert, spalls of  flint 
from Ohio’s famed Flint Ridge, and of  
course hand-gathered pieces of  the 
prized blue hornstone that formed as 
veins within massive Indiana limestone 
beds. It’s hard to convey what these 
resources mean to the knapping 
community, let alone what they meant 
to our ancestors whose daily lives 
depended on stone tools crafted with 
precision and mastery. The Lakota 
sometimes refer to the stone nations as 
'Tunkashila,' meaning Grandfather, as 
they are the oldest nations on earth. 
The tools and techniques of  flint 
knapping are older than time, we 
swing moose billets utilizing percussion 
to flake off  spalls the size of  your 
palm, we then refine the spall into a 
biface with smaller billets, and finally 
we press antler tines inward and down 
utilizing pressure to flake and shape 
the stone, we are making knives, 
spearheads, and arrowheads.  

What never ceases to amaze me is the 
level of  engagement we find in the 
kids, that persistent drive of  the South 
Shield. Flint knapping is a frustrating 
skill and a serious adult practitioner 
can put months into the knapping pit 
before producing a point that they are 
pleased with. Adults seem to have a 
natural aversion to any skill that 
doesn't have quick measurable results. 

The knapping pit is usually not the 
most popular station at adult gather-
ings, not nearly as popular as say, the 
foraging guild where twenty minutes 
with an experienced herbalist can add 
six or more plants to your repertoire. 
If  only they knew what they were 
missing. The knapping guild calls upon 
the primal within us. Through 
strength, coordination and problem 
solving we find ourselves in alignment 

with our ancestors as far back as 
Neanderthal (who had larger brains 
than humans, and judging by the tools 
they left behind, a nearly unbreakable 
focus).  In the knapping pit, we 
remember the heroic poem of  our 
stone age lineage, we feel it in our 
bones. In fact, some psychiatrists are 
working with flint knapping as a 
medium with their PTSD patients as 
the ancient motions, sounds, and 
sensations seem to open and release 
the stored traumas. 

As someone who runs a forest school 
for a living, I can say that children are 

in tune with the primal in themselves. 
If  our ancestors did it, no matter how 
difficult or frustrating the skill, kids will 
jump into the activity with enthusiasm 
and courage. In fact, I have found the 
average 5-8 year old will put in 90 
minutes of  unbroken focus on flint 
knapping where the average adult 
gives up after 20. 

Whenever flint knapping is announced 

as a guild option to the kids at camp 
there is a wave of  excitement, we can 
hardly contain them from jumping 
right into the pit. Something about the 
prospect of  creating a tool that comes 
from a forgotten world is absolutely 
magical. In fact, a common question I 
get is, ‘Can you actually make arrow-
heads?’. People believe the link to our 
ancestors is completely broken. I 
remember that feeling, going to a 
gathering called ‘Indian Scouts’ as a 
7-year-old kid when I walked straight 
up to the director and asked, "Can you 
teach me to make arrowheads?". He 
looked defeated and looked at my Dad 

who couldn’t help me either. I didn’t 
ask the question again for another 15 
years. 

The kids that come to White Pine 
realize the link to ancestry is alive. The 
moment you hold that rock in your 
hand to study its character is where it 
all begins. Feeling the weight of  that 
antler bopper as you bring it down at 
just the right angle onto an isolated 
platform and ‘Crack-shhwiiiiink’ a 
gorgeous flake is released. After hours 
of  percussion and pressure flaking the 
dormant arrowhead is revealed. 
Holding the living artifact up to the 
light you recall the way the rock gave 
you clues that you will listen to more 
closely the next time and you marvel 
at the journey you shared with thou-
sands of  generations of  flint knappers 
before you.

Throughout the morning guild, the 
ancient sound of  the breaking rocks 
mingles with the laughter of  camp. If  
you close your eyes and listen from a 
distance the sounds are indecipherable 
from any stone age village on any 
continent throughout time.

Tunkashila Wakan Tanka, pilamayaye.  
-Grandfather Great Spirit, thank you. 

Matt Shull is the founder of 
White Pine Wilderness 

Academy. Designing rites 
of passage for himself and 

others is Matt’s deepest 
passion. His commitment to 

helping others find their 
gifts and live their vision is 

his life is his purpose.


