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Errett Callahan in 2006 (Photo by Mercedes Nami). 

 

 

Errett Hargrove Callahan Jr. was a standout American pioneer in experimental 

archaeology, lithic technology, and replicative experimental studies. Errett, son of Errett 

Callahan, Sr. and Mary Ingraham Callahan, was born on December 17
th
, 1937 in Lynchburg, 

Virginia, where he lived until his death on May 29
th
, 2019. He leaves his son Tim, daughter 

Melody, and three grandchildren, Chris, Megan, and Ryan.  
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Prior to college, Errett attended the Christ Church School in Virginia. His college 

education began at Hampden-Sydney College, in Hampden-Sydney Virginia from 1956 to 

1960, where he majored in French, in preparation for missionary work that he hoped to do in 

West Africa after graduation. Instead, he became a free-lance artist and went to East Africa in 

1965, where English was readily spoken. After returning to the United States he painted 

landscapes and taught at a prep school. From 1969 to 1973 he attended Virginia 

Commonwealth University in Richmond, VA, there he majored in painting and received his 

Master of Fine Arts. Callahan attended The Catholic University of America in Washington 

D.C. between 1974 and 1981 where he completed his Masters and Doctoral work, focused on 

experimentation and replication of aspects of Native American archaeology. During this time, 

he produced two important works. His published Masterôs thesis The Basics of Biface 

Knapping in the Eastern Fluted Point Tradition: A Manual for Flintknappers and Lithic 

Analysts, a detailed analysis of the stages of biface manufacture, which is widely referenced 

in the archaeological literature. His unpublished Doctoral dissertation, Pamunkey 

Housebuilding: an Experimental Study of Late Woodland Technology in the Powatan 

Confederacy, was the culmination of years of experimentation and research into the lifeways 

of the Powatan people. Callahan was awarded an Honorary Doctorate at Uppsala University 

in 1992 in recognition of his research on the Mesolithic and Neolithic eras in Sweden. 

During Errettôs childhood, he was a member of the Boy Scouts of America. Under the 

guidance of his father, a Scoutmaster, Errett was introduced to techniques for outdoor survival 

and the use of traditional weapons such as the bow and arrow. These experiences in learning 

skills of traditional techniques and technologies markedly influenced his research activities 

and scientific career. Callahan started to flake stone in 1956, teaching himself during the first 

decade by trial and error, by examining the archaeological artifacts he was trying to 

reproduce, and reading everything he could get on the subject. During the late 1960s through 

the 1970s, he met and learned from master knappers such as Don Crabtree, Gene Titmus, 

François Bordes, John B. Sollberger, and Jacques Pelegrin. Errett´s interviews with most of 

these influential knappers were published between 1979 and 1980 in Flintknapper´s 

Exchange - the first regular publication devoted to the subject - and Contract Abstract 

Archaeology in 1982. 

In his career that spanned several decades, one thing that most distinguished Callahan 

was his ability and willingness to share his expertise with others. He taught several 

generations of flintknappers around the world and gave many lectures and demonstrations on 

lithic technology, and traditional techniques. While at Catholic University, Callahan taught 

anthropology at Virginia Commonwealth University where he pioneered the study of Living 

Archaeology (Coles 1979: 210-221; Watts 1997), teaching classes that combined academic 

study and research with primitive technological experimentation. From the 1970s on, 

Callahan shared his vast knowledge and skills in flintknapping with more than 1,000 students, 

through his summer courses, workshops and seminars at diverse institutions, including 

Virginia Commonwealth University (Richmond, Virginia), Malheur Field Station (Princeton, 

Oregon), Cahokia Mound Museum Society (Illinois), Lejre Research Center (Denmark), and 

since 1987, at his Cliffside workshops (Lynchburg, Virginia). Through his teaching, 

publications and demonstrations, he influenced and taught many professional and avocational 

archaeologists and survivalists.  
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Figure 1. Errett during the 1970s. a) teaching flintknapping at Virginia Commonwealth University ), b-c)  flaking and showing a biface, d) working a large basalt biface, e) 

from left to right, with J. Sollberger, J. Flenniken, and G. Titmus in 1978. (Photos by courtesy of R. Harwood.)  
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Callahan was a rigorous scientific experimenter. His work not only focused on stone tool 

replication, but also on broad subsistence and experimental archaeology. He directed several 

Living Archaeology projects in the 1970s. There, while testing certain archaeological 

hypotheses, the participants lived off the land under survival conditions, from two to nine 

weeks, using only traditional techniques. In 1978 he took part in the legendary, pioneering 

and historic Ginsberg elephant butchering experiment, headed by Dennis J. Stanford at the 

Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C As part of the project, Callahan, an expert at 

throwing the atlatl, threw stone-tipped and bone-tipped spears into the carcass to test 

differences in penetration of the tool types.  

 

 
Figure 2. Errett showing the initial manufacturing stages of a Type IV Danish dagger and documentation of his 

work in 1995. (Photos by H. G. Nami.) 
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Callahan was an active scholar and researcher of the archaeology of Scandinavia and in 

1979 he began traveling extensively in Denmark and Sweden, where he performed 

experiments on Mesolithic and Neolithic topics. In 1981 he spent seven months at the Lejre 

Experimental Centre in Denmark at the invitation of its founder, Hans-Ole Hansen, 

conducting research into the techniques used to produce the stone tool kit, including Neolithic 

Danish daggers. This was the beginning of three decades of experimental research into the 

reduction sequence of Danish dagger production, which led to the publication of a major book 

on the topic. These investigations were supported by Piltdown Productions and by grants from 

the Danish American Council, the King of Sweden, the Lejre Research Center (Denmark), 

Jean and Ray Auel (Portland, Oregon), and Uppsala University (Sweden). 

 

 
Figure 3. Early stages of manufacture and finished products of square edge Neolithic Danish axes. (Photo H. G. 

Nami.) 

 

Callahan founded Piltdown Productions in 1981 to sell his many publications, 

flintknapping supplies, and instructional materials, as well as his stone tool replications and 

nontraditional knives. He produced obsidian scalpels for medical use that have been used with 

great success in hundreds of operations. In 1991 he was a founder and president of the board 

of the Society of Primitive Technology, to promote the practice and teaching of aboriginal 

skills, to foster communication between teachers and practitioners, and to set standards for 

authenticity, ethics, and quality. For 25 years its formal publication, the Bulletin of Primitive 

Technology, was a voice for those engaged in experimental/experiential archaeology and 

traditional technology.  

Errett Callahanôs work is well known to researchers and to people engaged in lithic 

technology and other traditional technologies. Over a span of more than 50 years, Callahan 

researched broad and wide-ranging topics, including ceramic manufacture, traditional 

weapons such as bows, arrows and spear-throwers, and especially flintknapping.  These 

investigations resulted in his publication of several books and more than 200 articles, 

including many seminal papers that opened new aspects of experimental archaeology, house 

reconstruction, lithic analysis and stone tool reduction sequences. His publications reflect his 

prowess as a scientist, flintknapper, and artist. Those combined perspectives are evident in his 

many contributions devoted to understanding the human past. He was passionate and 

methodical in his scientific approach and artistic calling; inflexible in his values and 

persistence. 
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Figure 4. Illustrative examples of type Ic and IV Danish daggers replicas made by Callahan. (Photos by H. G. 

Nami.) 

 

His flintknapping reached the highest standards of perfection and artistry. Over the first 

25 years of his research, he investigated the lithic technologies of the European Paleolithic, 


