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Making a Choctaw war arrow
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Usually, the tip end of traditional arrows is made from what was
the top end of the sapling as it was growing. This is because the
top of the plant is more likely to grow with bends in it than is the
base. Over time, straightened sections of arrow-shafts can warp
back towards the sapling’s original form. If warp has to occur, it
is better for it to occur near the tip where it can easily be straightened out again, rather than at the base, where it will be covered by
the feathers and difficult to restraighten.
Often, designs were painted on the shaft, so as to be under the
feathers on the finished arrow. These painted designs helped identify which arrows belonged to which individuals during war, communal hunting, or archery contests. The paints were often made
from crushed up colorful rocks, mixed with glue. Black and red
seem to have been the most common colors.
The arrow point is “hafted” or attached to the arrow shaft through a process known as “achoshuli” in
the Choctaw language (Byington 1915:10). Cutting a
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Putting feathers on
the end of an arrow, a process known as “fletching” in English or
“hotti” in Choctaw (Byington 1915:169), adds drag to the back
end of the arrow. This keeps it from tumbling in flight. The curvature of the feathers also causes the arrow to spin, producing a
gyroscopic motion that allows the arrow to travel in straight path
over long distances.
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Surviving early Choctaw arrows have several different fletching styles. One, is the typical “radial” fletching, where the halves
of three feathers are spaced evenly around the arrow shaft, in
such a way that one of them is perpendicular to the notch made in
the arrow for the bow string. Turkey wing feathers seem to have
been the most common choice. The feathers chosen must all be
either from the left or right wing of the bird, so that they have the
same curvature. Turkey wing feathers can either by split down
the length of the quill, or stripped by a simple motion with the
hands that detaches the vanes on one side of the feather with a thin
strip of the quill. In either case, the ends of the feather pieces are
trimmed so that they have a short tab of bare quill, which can be
wrapped and glued down to the arrow shaft. For added durability, the quill can be glued to the shaft down the full length of the
fletching.
Making a set of matching, well-balanced arrows is a difficult
task, but well worth it. Today, there is nothing quite like putting
a well-made traditional arrow on a bowstring and watching it
smoothly blast into the sky, traveling so fast and arcing so high
that you nearly lose sight of it. To our ancestors, the consistency and accuracy of these arrows was a major deciding factor in
whether or not a man would be able to consistently put meat on
the table, and protect his family from attack. Old surviving Choctaw arrows show that they did indeed put a lot of themselves into
the art.
Note: This article is excerpted from Chahta Intikba Im Aiikhvna (Learning from the Choctaw Ancestors) by Ian Thompson
(2008)
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