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A Word About Pump Drills 
 

For thousands of years and into recent times, 
American Indians used three types of drills. The 
pump drill was one type.  
 
A pump drill is a hand-held tool used to make 
cylindrical holes in soft materials like bone, shell, 
wood, pottery, shale, and soapstone.  
 
It is made of five components: 
 

• vertical wooden shaft or spindle 

• horizontal wooden crosspiece 
• stone, clay, or wooden flywheel 

• chert or flint drill bit 
• cordage or leather thong attaching the 

spindle and crosspiece 
 
We know about pump drill technology through 
native stories and craftspeople, eyewitness 
accounts, and anthropological studies. In addition, 
archaeologists find the durable parts of ancient 
pump drills – especially the stone drill bits and 
occasionally the stone and clay flywheels – at sites 
in Kentucky and across the Americas. 
 

The pump drill works by twisting the cordage and crosspiece around the spindle, placing the 
hands on the crosspiece, and rhythmically moving the crosspiece up and down. The flywheel acts 
as a weight to re-twist the cordage around the spindle, repeating the spinning motion. This 
repeated process causes the drill bit to spin in alternating directions, drilling into the material. It 
is a simple process, but one that requires practice to master. 
 
The diameter of the drilled hole depends on the size of the drill bit. 
Holes from one-eighth to one-half inch were common. The depth 
of the hole could measure many inches.  
 
Native peoples used the pump drill to make holes in a variety of 
objects, such as gorgets or pendants (pictured), beads, whistles, 
pottery vessels, and smoking pipes. Construction of the pump drill 
itself required drilling holes into the crosspiece and flywheel.  
 
Besides pump drills, demonstrators exhibit several related technologies at Living Archaeology 
Weekend. Look for items that are drilled, such as atlatl weights, farming hoes, and flutes. Watch 
the flintknappers make drill bits. Help the experts twist cordage from plants and prepare deer 
hides for leather thongs. Watch demonstrators work with clay and ground stones.  
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