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Chapter 1

Shelters

The Indians were a resourceful and ingenious people in the types of dwellings they chose to build and live in.

The Plains Indians developed a structure that was portable, warm in the winter, and cool in the summer. It could withstand the winds of the plains and could be packed on a travois with a moment′s notice. The buffalo was the major raw material for the cover and dew cloth although elk and other hides were used. Lodge pole pine was generally used for the framework.

Anywhere from 10 to 20 hides were sewn together with sinew by tribe members who had the specific skills for tipi construction. Each tribe had their specific style but the tipis were all very similar. Crow Indians used a four-pole lodge as compared to the Cheyenne′s three-pole lodge. The four-pole had shorter smoke flaps and a different cut in the base of the tipi. When white men introduced canvas, the tribes were quick to realize that this material was lighter in weight and much easier than buffalo hides to sew together.

Today, there is still no substitute for this first portable home. You can throw your 17 poles on top of your 250 or so horses (under the hood), pack the cover, dew cloth, pins, etc., inside and take off for high adventure with a very durable lightweight home.

The eastern Indians used earthen lodges and wigwams. The earthen lodges were constructed to maintain an even temperature and to house more than one family and sometimes even horses. They were dark inside with only the fire providing light. In the West, the early tribes of the Mogollon, Fremont, and Maidu lived in pit houses supported by a center pole with poles around the sides which were covered with thatch, mud and sod. The wigwam was actually used in the North and upper West Coast as well as in the East and was built in a variety of shapes. Some were built with saplings then covered with birch bark. This was the best shape for a wigwam. Those that allowed for most use of space and retaining heat were the round and oval-shaped wigwams.

The western Pueblos were constructed of stone, adobe and wooden beams. Sometimes three and four levels were built on top of each other. These were nestled in large caverns in the cliff sides such as Arizona’s Canyon de Chelly or Colorado’s Mesa Verde. They also were constructed on the flat ground, as can be seen at Pueblo Bonito in New Mexico, or on a high mesa as was old Oribi in Arizona. Taos, New Mexico, and the pueblos of the Hopi such as Walpi, still house families whose ancestors lived there hundreds of years before.

Famine, wars, and disease caused many tribes to perish or to be dislodged from their natural homes and forced to live in a world that was—and is—in too much of a hurry to modernize. The shelters discussed in this section are only a few of the types that existed, but may be the ones which best suit your needs.


Tipi Construction

[image: chpt1_fig_1]

Mark the middle.

[image: chpt1_fig_2]

10 oz. Duck Canvas

Top Strip

[image: chpt1_fig_3]

Sew all sections together.

Lay out the canvas on a flat surface, such as a large driveway or use a gym floor, take a heavy cord that doesn′t stretch much, have one person hold it on end of flaps while the other person marks it with an attached pencil.

[image: chpt1_fig_4]

Use two nylon twill tapes 3½′ long; fold them as shown on inside of canvas. Sew for reinforcement by sewing across and up on tab. The ties should be 3′ long.

[image: chpt1_fig_5]
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Make two rows of button holes ½ ″ diameter, 9 holes down with 7″ between the up and down hole. Add two below door. Reinforce hole with stitching.

Repeat on the opposite side, making holes 1½″ apart




Smoke Flap Pole Pocket

Use an 8″ section by 5½″ of canvas. Taper to top at 3″, fold over and double stitch. Sew cup so the pocket is on the outside of the top flap. Reinforce sewing to the flap. These pockets must take a lot of pressure.

One on the upper outside of each smoke flap.

[image: chpt1_fig_7]

Door Flap
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Dew Cloth Liner

Your tipi will not function properly without this liner!

[image: chpt1_fig_9]


1.The liner will go all the way around the inside of your tipi.

2.Use 72″ unbleached muslin.

3.Cut 10 panels and sew together in 3 sections prior to putting them all together. Then sew 3 sections together.

4.Sew 6″-ties to top and bottom as shown.

5.When the tipi is set up, run two thin ropes around the poles. One for the top ties of the liner and one for the bottom ties. Do not attempt to tie liner to poles.

6.Note in diagram that there is a portion that folds inward on the ground. Small sand-filled cloth tubes can be laid on them to block drafts
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Setting Up the Tipi

Measure north and south poles from bottom to ties at the top and mark.

[image: chpt1_fig_11]

Measure door pole from ties to bottom and mark pole.

Mark poles where they cross with enamel or acrylic.

[image: chpt1_fig_12]

Use a clove hitch to tie poles, then wrap and tie once. If you tie them too tight, you won’t be able to adjust them later.

[image: chpt1_fig_13]

The easiest way to pitch your poles is to have a ground cover with notches cut out for the poles. This saves considerable time in adjusting them.

[image: chpt1_fig_14]

Set the poles according to the numbers.

Once the poles are tied down, tie the top of the tipi to the mark on the lift pole. If someone is helping, have them put their foot on the bottom while you lift. Otherwise, put a heavy rock at the base to keep it from sliding while lifting.

[image: chpt1_fig_15]

After the 14 poles are pitched, take the rope and wrap around about 3 times, bring through and tie down tightly.

[image: chpt1_fig_16]

Cross stakes for tying tipi down.

For the ties on the cover, insert a round rock and tie nylon cord around leaving plenty for twisting rope and tying down on the stake.

[image: chpt1_fig_17]

Willow pegs to pull knot away from pole when it rains. This will allow the water to drain off at the bottom instead of where the rope stops the flow.

[image: chpt1_fig_18]

Tassels for Wind Direction

[image: chpt1_fig_19]

The tipi should have more slant to the front than the back. Pitch with door to the east in most instances.

[image: chpt1_fig_20]
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Parfleches can be hung between poles.

[image: chpt1_fig_22]

Dewcloth seams can be painted with thinned acrylic paint (water base) for interior decor.




Ozan

The ozan acts as an inner roof and will help retain heat, plus give you some privacy when wanted.

[image: chpt1_fig_23]
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Cross section of ozan hung with flap down.




Tipi Fire Pit


1.Dig about a 12″ deep pit and 2′ across, slightly off center towards the tipi door, this will leave more living room towards the back.

[image: chpt1_fig_25]

2.Line pit with flat rocks if possible and stack two high around edge. Make sure rocks are stable enough to support weight.

[image: chpt1_fig_26]

3.Top View. Rocks will retain some heat during the night.

[image: chpt1_fig_27]

4.If you plan to do some winter camping where snow is possible rig up a 4″ stove pipe to run under the floor and outside as pictured.
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Tipi Pole Racks

Rack for Van
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Stripping Poles


1.The best type of tipi pole is lodge pole pine.

2.The base of the pole should be 2½″to 3″ thick and 25′ long.

[image: chpt1_fig_32]

3.As soon as the poles are cut, chop off branches.

4.Set poles as in diagram, take a good sharp knife, start at top, slip blade under the bark and lift. Peel long strips of bark off.

[image: chpt1_fig_33]

5.To keep the poles from splitting, lay them in a stream for a couple of days. This takes some of the pitch out of the wood.

6.To dry poles, pitch them as if you’re going to make your tipi. Tie loose enough to turn the poles about 2 times a day to dry evenly.





Painting the Tipi

Most lodges were not painted and, when they were, they were generally done by a specialist with the help of others. The symbols that were painted on the covers were to represent great feats, dreams, and protection as well as designating the family that owned the lodge. Having associated with various Indians, I have found that what was painted on a specific tipi was for that owner and no one else. In other words, no two tipis were painted the same. I would suggest, if you want to paint your tipi, that you honor those who have had theirs painted and published in books. Don’t copy them. Create your own design to best represent what you feel needs to be portrayed.

The Wigwam

In the northern parts of the United States and across Canada, the Algonkian built their dome-shaped wigwam with saplings and covered birch bark, rushes, woven mats, or other forms of covering.

Saplings were bent and lashed together to form a sturdy framework. The ends were stuck in the ground for stability. Bark was cut in sections large enough to be sewn across each cross-brace on the top with enough overhang to overlap the top portion of bark sewn on below. The only light sources were a door on one end and a smoke hole in the top. The fire was built in the middle of the wigwam with rushes or grasses for floor covering. Beds were elevated off the damp ground.

These wigwams were very stable dwellings. They could be lived in for quite a long time. Today it would be more feasible to use canvas for the covering since the amount of bark to be used would kill trees from which the bark was taken.


Wigwam Construction
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Entrance
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Floor Plan

Lash with basewood bark or heavey cord
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16 Saplings
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Front View
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Top View
Framework
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First row of bark, lace to uprights and crossbars
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Alternate for Bark



The Pit Dwelling

This dwelling was used by such tribes as the Patwin, Mandan, Mogollon, Fremont, and Eskimo although the dwellings varied in size and shape. Some were large enough to house the owner′s horses. This is a dwelling that can be lived in year round. It is quite comfortable in either winter or summer. Cedar poles are sometimes available at lumber companies in the western states, but you need to make sure the poles are forked at the top and broad at the base. The center pole should be at least 12 inches across. If you have the property and want a permanent structure to live in or for a place to have club meetings that would be most unique, this may be the structure you will want.




Pit House Construction
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Finished Pit House
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Poles

2 7′ poles

19 9′ poles

1 12′ pole

19 5′ side brace poles

19 roof poles

2 10′ roof door poles

Bundles of saplings
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Cedar post must have fork in top
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Floor Plan
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Saplings Woven
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