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Quarrying

The process of quarrying pipestone (catlinite) for use in carving pipes and other articles is a slow and laborious
task. The process requires a vast amount of quarrying knowledge and experience as well as numerous hours of
work put in by the individual. In addition to this, a large amount of hand tools such as sledge hammers, pry bars,
chisels, wedges, shovels and picks are required as well. These hand tools are the only tools which can be utilized
in quarrying because explosives and heavy machinery would shatter the precious stone. Quarrying time may take
anywhere from 3 to 6 weeks or even longer depending on the number of quarriers and the depth of the pipestone.
There are several steps involved in excavating the stone, but the hardest and most daunting task involves

removing the thick layer of Sioux Quartzite which covers the softer pipestone.

The Quartzite LayerKThe Sioux Quartzite consists of 3 to 4 layers, depending on the depth of the stone. There
are definite fractures and visible cracks where the quarher will place his or her chisels and

wedges. Using sledge hammers, the quarher drives the wedges into the cracks in the

quartzite in order to loosen large chunks of the rock. These pieces are then broken off of the
main quarry wall and dropped to the floor of the quarry. Large mauls are then used to break
these sizable chunks up into smaller pieces, which can be tossed up and out of the quarry.

Some of the large pieces, however, are used to create a retaining wall for the rock pile (piles
of the discarded quartzite are very visible along all of the quarries in the park). This entire
process is repeated over and over until the pipestone layer is exposed.

Pipestone Exposed

Once exposed, care must be taken to remove the pipestone since it is a relatively soft layer of petrified clay. This
layer is only about 14 to 18 inches thick, however, no more than 5-6 inches of that is suitable for carving and
sometimes less than that. The pipestone, much like the quartzite, has natural fissures which allow it to be taken
out in sheets which are usually 1 to 3 inches thick. Each of the individual pipestone layers must be carefully
removed one at a time. Although it won't shatter, it can break.
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