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Glossary 
 

Additional information on some of the objects included in the trunk can be found in the 

ethnographic excerpts provided on the CD included in the trunk. 

 

Awl – A bone tool used to punch holes in pieces of leather so they can be sewn, or laced, 

together. 

 

Bladder – The sac in an animal’s body designed to hold urine.  Since the bladder’s original 

function was to hold a liquid it worked well as a water container after being blown up and 

dried.  The opening could be tied shut with a buckskin thong which could also be used to 

hang the bladder up.  Squeezing the bladder brought the water to the top where it could be 

drunk.  A bladder that could no longer function as a water bottle was recycled into something 

else such as a container to hold porcupine quills. 

 

Ethnography – Ethnography is the systematic recording of human cultures, and the descriptive 

study of a particular human society. Contemporary ethnography is based almost entirely on 

fieldwork. The ethnographer lives among the people being studied for a year or more, 

learning the local language and participating in everyday life while striving to maintain a 

degree of objective detachment. 

 

Flesher – A tool used to scrape clean the inside of a fresh hide.  The flesher is made from a 

strong bone such as the leg bone of a buffalo or elk.  The notched edge helped removed meat 

and muscle that remained on the hide.  The leather grip and wrist strap made it easier to hold 

onto this tool.  The cleaned hide could be used as rawhide or tanned to become leather.   

 

Great Plains – An extensive area of flat or rolling, predominantly treeless grassland, in central 

North America stretching from Texas north into Canada. 

 

Hide – A hide is the skin of an animal.  A hide that is cleaned and dried is rawhide.  If the 

cleaned hide is tanned, or processed, it becomes a tanned hide or leather.  Rawhide is hard 

and durable.   Tanning makes the hide soft and flexible.  A hide is first stretched out on the 

ground or over a frame or post.  A scraper and/or flesher is then used to clean the meat, fat 

and other tissue off the inside of the hide.  If the fur is to be removed this is done next.  At 

this point the hide can be left as rawhide or tanned.  To tan the hide it is re-wetted; rubbed 

with the animal’s brains; and then stretched, pulled and rubbed until dry.  The tanned hide 

can be smoked to make sure it would remain soft after becoming wet. 

 

Hoop and Pole Game – This game of dexterity.  A hoop of wood with a netted design woven 

across its interior was rolled on level ground down a track, or path.  The game was so popular 

that the track used was often worn flat through so much use.  The goal was to throw a pole 

through the hoop, or across it as it began to fall.  The size of the hoop, or the complexity of 

the woven design, often changed depending upon the age of the people playing.  Some 

version of this game was played by most American Indian nations, and, like many 

recreational activities, it had religious or spiritual significance.  Great Plains tribes often 
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played the game to attract the buffalo and to entreat the spirits to provide many buffalo calves 

and continued large herds in the future. 

 

Horn – A buffalo horn is a hollow core surrounded by keratin.  The Plains Indians had many 

uses for the buffalo’s horn such as drinking vessels, spoons, bowls, and storage containers for 

pemmican when traveling.  Enough pemmican could be stored in the horn of a bull buffalo to 

feed a person for up to two weeks.  A glowing ember from a camp fire could be placed in a 

buffalo horn and carried to the next campsite.  At the end of the day it was still hot enough to 

start a new campfire. 

 

Parfleche – A container made from rawhide used to hold food, clothing, or other items needed 

when moving from one village site to another.  It was also used to store food in a food cache 

within a village.  A parfleche made from one buffalo hide would hold the dried meat from 

approximately one buffalo.   

 

Pemmican – Buffalo meat, berries and grease were combined to make pemmican.  The food was 

dried and then ground into a powder and combined with grease.  Food was stored in a dried 

and powdered form to save space and extend its “shelf life.”  Pemmican was so concentrated 

that just a pinch of food was needed for a meal.  When traveling, enough food could be 

packed inside the horn of a bull buffalo to last a person two weeks. 

 

Rawhide – see “Hide” 

Scapula – A large triangular bone also known as the shoulder blade.  Scapula bones had a 

number of uses, but one of the most common for the buffalo scapula was as a hoe for moving 

soil.  With its edge sharpened, the raises portion that ran the length of it removed, and a handle 

added, a buffalo’s scapula bone became a very good tool for moving soil. This task was 

necessary when preparing the soil for planting; maintaining the fields of beans, corn and squash 

during the growing season; and building an earthlodge or grass lodge type of shelter.  This tool 

was so important that broken scapula hoes were often repaired by drilling holes on either side of 

a crack and lashing the pieces together.  In Buffalo Bird Woman’s Garden, an ethnography, the 

following description is given, “The blade was made of the shoulder bone of a buffalo, with the 

edge trimmed and sharpened; and the ridge of bone, that is found on the shoulder blade of every 

animal, was cut off and the place smoothed.   The handle of the hoe was split, and grooves were 

cut in the split to receive the bone blade; this [the bone] was slightly cut to fit and was so set that 

the edge pointed a little backwards.  Raw-hide thongs bound the split firmly about the blade and 

a stout thong, running from a groove a little way up the handle, braced the blade in place. . . . 

Hoe handles were made of cottonwood or some other light wood.” 

Shield –The hide on the hump of a buffalo bull could be up to an inch thick.  This thick hide was 

dried to either a concave or convex curve depending upon the depending upon the shape 

preferred by the individual.  Each was decorated with unique symbolic designs.  The greatest 

protective power was believed to lie in the designs painted on the shield.  These shields could 

stop an arrow and slow down a bullet. 
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Sinew – Tendons and ligaments, the tough flexible tissue connecting bone to bone, muscle or 

cartilage are known as sinew.  When dried and shredded it can be plied into a very strong 

string and used for such things as sewing thread or bowstrings.  Rewetting the dried fibers 

make them very soft and pliable.  These wet fibers will mold themselves to whatever they are 

wrapped around and then shrink and harden as they dry.  This process was useful for 

attaching such things as a point to an arrow shaft. 

 

Tail Swatter and Whisk – The tail of a buffalo was sewn onto a stick to make it rigid.  It would 

then have such uses as swatting at flies and mosquitoes, sprinkling water onto hot rocks to 

create steam during a sweat lodge ceremony, or as the handle of a club.  The winter tail was 

favored for these purposes.   During the summer the buffalo wore the hair off their tails as 

they swished the flies off their own bodies. 

 

Tanned Hide – see “Hide” 


