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The Bow and Arrow in Northern North America
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There were at least four waves of bow and arrow use in northern North America.
These occurred at 12000, 4500, 2400, and after about 1300 years ago. But to
understand the role of the bow and arrow in the north, one must begin in the eight-
eenth century, when the Russians first arrived in the Aleutian Islands. At that time,
the Aleut were using both the atlatl and dart and the bow and arrow1 (Fig. 1). This
is significant for two particular and important reasons. First, there are few historic
cases in which both technologies were used concurrently; second, the bow and
arrow in the Aleutian Islands were used almost exclusively in warfare. The atlatl
was a critical technology because the bow and arrow are useless for hunting sea
mammals. One cannot launch an arrow from a kayak because it is too unstable
and requires that both hands remain on a paddle. To use an atlatl, it is necessary
only to stabilize the kayak with a paddle on one side and launch the atlatl dart with
the opposite hand. The Aleut on the Alaska Peninsula did indeed use the bow and
arrow to hunt caribou there. However, in the 1,400 km of the Aleutian Islands, there
are no terrestrial mammals except humans and the bow was reserved almost
exclusively for conflicts among them. The most significant event in the history of
the bow and arrow is not its early introduction, but rather the Asian War Complex
1300 years ago, when the recurve and backed bows first entered the region, alter-
ing regional and hemispheric political dynamics forever.

We will show that there is a direct
functional relationship between the
bow and arrow and particular focal
species, as well as a strong relation-
ship between elaboration of the bow
and arrow and armed conflict. We
will argue that in periods where the
primary focal species was caribou,
the bow and arrow was present in
the north. When the focal species
was moose, bison, or sea mammals,
the atlatl was the dominant choice of
technology. This holds true until the
self-bow was replaced by the Asian
War Complex,2–5 entering North
America across the Bering Straits af-
ter 1300 BP.6,7 With introduction of
the backed and recurve bows, armor,
wrist guards, and other features, the
bow became the dominant and resil-
ient technology except within the
context of hunting sea mammals.

PHASE 1: 12,000–8,000 BP

Sometime in the early Holocene,
approximately 12,000 years ago,

evidence of the bow and arrow
appeared in the north. In the
Kuskokwim Hills of southwest
Alaska, at the Ilnuk and Lime Hills
Cave 1 sites, Robert Ackerman exca-
vated small bone arrow points with
slots for microblades.8–14 Direct
dates on the points, as well as associ-
ated charcoal, set them between
10,4101/-40 14C BP (12,250 cal BP)
and 8150 1/- 14C BP (8,800 cal BP),
marking the time range of the ear-
liest use of the bow in the New
World. The points are similar to
bone points identified many years
ago by Larsen at Trail Creek Caves
on the Seward Peninsula, which date
to 9,000 years ago,15 and are of a
size, weight, form, and style of bone
arrow points made along the coast
of Alaska 8,000–9,000 years later, but
which did not have microblade
slots16,17 (Fig. 2e). Ackerman directly
associated the use of microblades in

the Denali Complex with early Holo-

cene bow use. His argument is

compelling, especially with regard to

recent data indicating that the bow

and arrow was in use on the Colum-

bia Plateau by the end of this same

time range.18

What makes these finds interesting
is that they occur during a period
between the extinction of the rem-
nant late ice age fauna and before
the expansion of bison and moose
across the western subarctic. At the
time of their use, caribou, sheep,
and perhaps elk would have been the
dominant species harvested. Further-
more, they occur just before the
massive dart end-blades that domi-
nate the Northern Archaic Tradition,

which coincide with the expansion

of larger ungulates in the region

between 7,000 and 4,000 years ago.

There is little evidence of the bow
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Figure 1. Aleut male as shown in Liapunova50 Figure 2, remastered and edited by Maschner. A) Atlatl and darts, B) the recurved bow,
C) armor, and D) shield. Drawing by M. C. Levashov, 1764–1769, original in the Central State Archives of the Navy, Russia.

Figure 2. Arrow points from the north Pacific region. A) Arctic Small Tool tradition points from Sapsuk River, Alaska Peninsula dating to
4400 BP51; B) fishtail points dating to 2400-1900 BP32; C-D) Ram’s Creek and Hot Springs Points dating to 1900-1300 BP52; E) barbed bone
arrow points from Hot Springs dating to 1300 BP (unpublished). [Color figure can be viewed in the online issue, which is available at
wileyonlinelibrary.com.]



and arrow during the period of the

Northern Archaic Tradition,

although Esdale19 has stated that

microblades are found in about 30%

of Northern Archaic sites, many of

which date to the same period as the

bow-using Arctic Small Tool tradi-

tion. However, no arrow points of

stone or bone have been identified in

the more than 200 sites known from

this tradition. Many of these sites

are associated with caribou hunt-

ing,20 but there is also evidence that

bison and moose were hunted. We

conclude that the self bow of the

early Holocene did not have enough

power to bring down the large ungu-

lates of the middle Holocene such as

bison and moose, and terrestrial mo-

bility patterns made the use of both

technologies inefficient.

PHASE 2: 4500 BP

After 4,000 years with little evi-
dence of the bow and arrow (and
scholars have tried to find it), the
entire arctic was colonized by peo-
ples simultaneously using both tech-
nologies. The Arctic Small Tool
tradition (ASTt) is a well-described
early arctic manifestation21–23 that
spread eastward from Bering Strait
around 4,500 years ago.24,25 Most
evidence of the bow and arrow dur-
ing the ASTt is in the form of micro-
lithic end blades21 (Fig. 2a), but in a
few well-preserved sites, such as
Qeqertasussuk, a frozen site in west-
ern Greenland, bow fragments have
also been found.26,27 These are often
associated with caribou or musk ox
hunting. But from the North Pacific
to Greenland, in all cases where
there is evidence of both caribou
hunting and sea mammal hunting,
the atlatl was also used,27,28 with

large sealing harpoons and atlatl

parts found in many contexts.
By 3,500 years ago, the bow and

arrow were no longer used in Alaska.

This was a period when there

appears to have been a reduction in

terrestrial fauna, especially caribou,

and interior sites are rare. There are

also few sites on the northern and

western coasts, and the few that do

exist were used by sea mammal

hunters. The northern Archaic

Figure 3. Defensive fortification on Sanak Island, 1200 BP. [Color figure can be viewed in
the online issue, which is available at wileyonlinelibrary.com.]53

Figure 4. A) Punuk burial impaled with 15 bone arrow points, undated, from near Gambell, St.
Lawrence Island, Alaska. B-D) Other physical evidence of conflict: barbed bone arrow points
impaled in vertebrae from Punuk period burials also near Gambell, Alaska (complete image
adapted from Bandi and B€urgi54). Slat armor from adjacent village sites dates to before 1000 BP.
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tradition had now expanded to the

coast of Alaska and replaced the

ASTt, with no evidence of the bow

and arrow in any context.23 Even on

the Alaska Peninsula, where there is

evidence of caribou hunting, the bow

is absent from the regional technolo-

gies. When the pre-Dorset tradition

evolved out of the ASTt in the

eastern arctic, the bow may possibly

have been present, as there is a con-

tinuation of some microlithic end-

blades, but by Dorset times, 2,500

years ago, the bow was gone from

the eastern Canadian Arctic and

Greenland as well.29,30 As in Alaska,

this was a transition to a sea mam-

mal-based economy.

PHASE 3: 2400 TO 500 BP

There is no evidence of the bow
and arrow between 3,600 and 2,400
years ago in Alaska, but several
remarkable transformations took
place after this time. For one, the
“fishtail” point was developed on the
Alaska Peninsula.31,32 These long,
thin, narrow projectiles (Fig. 2b)
appear to have been used for con-
flict. As Workman stated 45 years
ago, these fragile end blades would
not have been useful for any large
mammal except people. These are
fairly large end-blades, which were
common until about 1,900 years ago.
Afterwards, the projectiles became
very small (Fig. 2c,d) and a series of
arrow end-blades were made for the
next 600 years. This is true for the
southern Bering Sea and north Pa-
cific in particular.

By 1,300 years ago, there was a
change. From the eastern Aleutian
Islands eastward to Kodiak and
south to the Northwest Coast, defen-
sive landforms were occupied in sub-
stantial numbers (Fig. 3). Something
clearly had shifted both technology
and social dynamics, and all evi-
dence points to the introduction of
the Asian War Complex, highlighted
by the recurved bow and other com-
pound varieties. The relationship
between the recurved bow, warfare,
and fortification can be seen from
Alaska to the Columbia Plateau and
to Mesa Verde and beyond.

The earliest Bering Straits armor
fragments date to ca.1100 BP.33 The
fact that armor was introduced from
East Asia34 and was being constructed
to counter the effects of this powerful
weapon is notable, and end-blade
technologies were changing to match
it (Fig. 4). On the Northwest Coast,
small, straight bone points were being
used. In various experiments, Nathan
Lowry found that stone endblades
shatter against leather and wood
armor combinations, but bone end-
blades puncture straight through this
defense.35 The bow and arrow, and
particularly barbed bone points (Fig.
2e), appear to be predominately weap-
ons of conflict, as seen in the burials
at Ipiutak site at Point Hope in north-
west Alaska, at Deering6,7 on the Sew-
ard Peninsula, and in Punuk burials

Figure 6. House floor areas for western Alaska Peninsula Aleut sites spanning 4,800 years. The
rise of large corporate groups occurs at 1000 BP with introduction of the Asian War Complex,
but the reintroduction of the bow and arrow can be seen earlier at about 2500 BP with the
rise of the first larger households (adapted from Maschner and Hoffman42). [Color figure can
be viewed in the online issue, which is available at wileyonlinelibrary.com.]

Figure 5. Battle scenes carved on walrus tusks, eastern Bering Sea. The bow is the key ele-
ment in both the village attack and the open battle (from Dorothy Jean Ray,1977,
Eskimo Art: Tradition and Innovation in North Alaska pp. 230–231; Courtesy of the Phoebe
A. Hearst Museum of Anthropology and the Regents of the University of California, upper
cat. no. 2–146, lower cat. no. 2–144; both collected by Charles L. Hall, 1894–1906. Scans
edited for resolution and tone from photographs taken by Alfred A. Blaker).
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from St. Lawrence Island (Fig. 4).
Certainly there is a temporal, and
probably functional relationship
between the recurved bow and the
construction of defensive
fortifications.

The adoption of the bow and arrow
in interior Alaska, where it was used
for the first time on moose, also
occurred about 1300 BP. This is an
interesting transformation in ancient
NaDene technologies, with the pro-
duction of stone tools in interior
Alaska being almost abandoned,
replaced by bone and copper arrow
points.36,37 Multiple dates on ice-field-
discovered arrow shafts, along with
well-dated copper and bone arrow
points, all date to about 1300 BP and
after.38 The fact that the bow and
arrow were now being used on moose
is testament to the development of a
much more powerful bow capable of
taking the largest mammals. This is
the first time this occurred.

By 1,000–200 years ago, there is
extensive evidence of conflict from
the Bering Sea to arctic Alaska and
across Canada to Greenland (Fig. 5).
This co-occured with the transition to
large corporate households on the
north Pacific rim (Fig. 6), where
social complexity arose before any
evidence of economic complexity.
This is seen primarily in house-floor
areas, which serve as a proxy measure
for differential household size, the
first archeological measure of social
differentiation.39–42 The photograph

of Netsilik practicing their archery,
not with snow targets made to look
like caribou, but rather, with targets
made to look like humans (Fig. 7), is
a clear sign that conflict played a key
role in the structure of northern soci-
eties until historic contact.3,4,43–48

HEMISPHERIC IMPLICATIONS

The implications of these patterns
are profound. First, we must assume
that the bow and arrow were always
part of the Eurasian forager tool-kit.
Thus, we might expect to see a con-
tinuous sequence of arrow forms
from the Late Pleistocene through
the Neolithic in Siberia. While Sibe-
ria and Alaska had clear contacts
throughout the Holocene, there were
particular times in the prehistory of
northern North America when this
already known but little-used tech-
nology became a critical component
of the tool-kit. But there clearly were
long periods when the bow was little
used or completely forgotten in par-
ticular regions, such as in the east-
ern Arctic during Dorest times. If
bow and arrow use expanded south-
ward during any of these earlier peri-
ods, we would expect to see it in the
context of hunting deer, for example,
but not bison. This may have been
the case with the purported use of
the bow and arrow in western North
America about 8,000 years ago.18

We also should fully expect the
bow to have spread rapidly across

North America after 1300 BP with the
introduction of the Asian War Com-
plex. It should come as no surprise
that this is the period of a major expan-
sion of warfare down the coast of Cali-
fornia,49 a transition from images of
the self-bow to the recurve bow on
Mimbres pottery, the collapse of Chaco
and the rise of defensive fortifications
in massive rockshelters, the expansion
of the Numa across the Great Basin,
the collapse of Cahokia and the reor-
ganization of Mississippian society,
and the spread of the Thule from
Alaska to Greenland, all beginning
about 1,300 years ago in California,
but with the greatest impact between
900-750 years ago everywhere else.2 By
700 years ago, this new technology
resulted in the rise and success of the
bison-hunting peoples of the plains,
and had fully transformed every soci-
ety in North America.
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