CLOTHING: ALL ABOUT SPRUCE ROOTS GR: 3-5 (LESSON 8-10)
Elder Quote/Belief:
Spruce roots were strong and woven so tightly
that it made a basket or a hat waterproof. I
have read that the Chugach would put fish
eggs in a spruce root basket filled with water
and hot rocks. This basket was their cooking
pot for their fish eggs! My ancestors were so
creative!
-Mary Babic/Cordova

I will try any art form once. This small
spruce root basket I made will be my
hummingbird basket. There is so much work
to building these baskets, even my small
hummingbird basket. I can now say I wove
with spruce roots once in my lifetime!
-Virginia Lacy/Cordova.

Grade Level: 3-5
Overview: Hats are essential in Chugach’s cool, wet weather. Chugach people created a variety
of different hats from natural materials. Warm, water resistant hats were sewn with bird and
animal pelts, hunting visors were carved and steamed from bent wood, and waterproof hats were
woven with spruce roots.
Not only did these hats provide protection from the weather, they also represented a person’s
place in their community. A hat’s material and decoration reflected the person’s status, age and
gender. Beautifully constructed spruce root hats, bone, beads and ivory jewelry, and tattoos
gained respect and admiration. Spruce root hats were symbols of power and success. They were
considered a valuable object and were passed down through families.
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There are many traditional uses for spruce roots – birch baskets, canoes, fish traps, a variety of
lashings, baskets, and hats made out of woven spruce roots. This lesson’s focus will be on the
spruce root weavings used for hats and baskets.
Standards:
AK Cultural:
A3: Culturally-knowledgeable students
are well grounded in the cultural heritage
and traditions of their community

AK Content Science:
F1: Develop an understanding that

CRCC:
CE2: Students should have knowledge

culture, local knowledge, history and
interaction with the environment
contribute to the development of
scientific knowledge, and local
applications provide opportunity for
understanding scientific concepts and
global issues.

of traditional and contemporary sewing
and clothing using skins and furs.

Lesson Goal:
To become aware of the materials that were available to the Chugach people for weaving spruce
root hats and explore their properties.
The Chugach Sugpiat and Eyak people were very creative in their development of hats. They
discovered that woven spruce roots made a waterproof head gear, which was necessary for the
wet and cold climate of the Chugach region.
Lesson Objective(s):
 Students will learn what spruce roots are by seeing them and touching them.
 They will hear the words “warp” and “weavers”, and learn what these words have to do with
spruce root weaving.
 Students will hear how spruce roots were woven to make hats.
 Students will learn spruce root weaving pattern using yarn for weft and a plastic container for
warp.
Vocabulary Words:
English:
Spruce root hat
Spruce tree

Sugt’stun Dialects
Prince William
Lower Cook Inlet:
Sound:
awirnaq
napaq

neguhuahtuq

Eyak:
Geets’ch’iyahd
Lis, AdAlis

Materials/Resources Needed:
 At least two different colors of yarn if you wish to weave a pattern. (The larger the yarn the
better for the young students). Sample size yarn is included in this kit.
 Plastic containers-such as empty yogurt cups, cottage cheese containers, or margarine tubs.
(Or plastic containers from the deli).
 Plastic darning needle.
 ANKN website – Digging and Preparing Spruce Roots lesson
http://ankn.uaf.edu/Curriculum/Units/spruce.html
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In Kit:
 Spruce root samples
 DVD “Tracing Roots” Delores Churchill and the Hat of Long Ago Person Found
Books/Booklets:
 Alutiiq Museum Archaeological Repository - Inartalicirpet-Our Weaving Ways
 Ravenstail Weaving Patterns and Projects Ancient and Contemporary Revised 2011
 Crossroads of Continents
 The Alutiit/Sugpiat-A Catalog of the Collections of the Kunstkamera
 Illustrated Instructions for Twined Spruce Root or Cedar Bark Basket and a Model Spruce
Fish Trap by Mary Lou King, Juneau, AK.
Other books –not included in kit:
 Cedar by Hillary Stewart p.171-172.
Website:
 Digging Spruce Root https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=74CyNo__K2M
Teacher Preparation:
 Invite an Elder/ Recognized Expert who has led a traditional lifestyle in your region. Ask him
or her to share subsistence values, experiences, and stories. Ask the Elder to share their
knowledge of these traditional materials used for weaving hats or baskets.
 Review with the students the proper ways to show respect for the guest speaker.
 Review ANKN website lesson- Digging and Preparing Spruce Roots
http://ankn.uaf.edu/Curriculum/Units/spruce.html
 Review page 79 and 80 from the booklet, Ravenstail Weaving Patterns and Projects (in kit).
Weave a prototype of the basket for the students to see their project for this lesson.
 Make copies of the attached step-by-step photos on “All About Spruce Roots” and the
detailed weaving instructions for each student.
 Cut one piece of yarn 5 or 6 feet long for each student. It is much easier to weave if the
yarns pieces are not too long, especially the beginning piece when a student is just learning to
weave. As students become experienced the yarn can be cut into longer pieces. The length
can also be estimated for how much will be needed for each part of the pattern.
 With kitchen type scissors, cut the carton in strips. Cut one carton per student. Do not cut all
the way to the bottom of the container, leave approximately ¼”. If you cut all the way to the
bottom the container will lose its shape. The width of the strips should be as even as possible.
Young children do well with 1” strips.
Opening:
Today, we will be learning about spruce roots. We will learn where to locate and gather the
spruce roots. We will find out about the properties, such as; the strength and why our ancestors
had chosen to traditionally make, and continue to make, hats with these roots.
First of all, do you know what a spruce tree looks like? (Show students a picture of a spruce
tree.) Display a branch from a spruce tree and a branch from a hemlock tree. Point out and
discuss the difference between the two. One is pokey and sharp and the other is smooth. We are
talking about roots from the sharp and pokey tree. Show the quick video on gathering spruce
roots https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=74CyNo__K2M
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Now, show the students a root from a spruce tree. Ask the students why they think the people
chose the roots from the spruce tree? Could it be because this branch seems stronger than the
other? Explain that our ancestors used these roots for making waterproof hats that provided
protection from the weather. Similar to a baseball cap, the spruce root hat kept the water out of
your eyes. They would weave these roots together tightly, making it waterproof. Today, we will
learn this weave they used on their hats.
Activities:
Class I: Introduction to spruce roots
1. Show the students the photographs and read about their weaving traditions, about the ancient
weavings, raw materials, and traditional uses of spruce root woven objects out of the book,
Inartalicirpet Our Weaving Ways, pp. 2-9.
2. Show students pictures and photographs of the spruce root hats out of the book Crossroads of
Continents pp. 12, 58, 69, 76, 92, 165, 286-293.
3. Show students photographs of the spruce root hats out of Alutiit/Sugpiat pp. 364-385.
4. Pass out the spruce roots located in the kit.
a. Sample 1- is a coiled root with bark still on
b. Sample 2 – is a spruce root weaver
c. Sample 3 - is a spruce root weft
5. Show the students “Tracing Roots” DVD with Delores Churchill (approx. 35 minutes).
6. Explain the project learning for the next few days- gathering, preparing, and weaving
a. http://ankn.uaf.edu/Curriculum/Units/spruce.html
b. Examining and practicing a traditional weaving pattern for a spruce root hat using
yarn and a plastic container.
c. Give each student copies of the handouts “All About Spruce Roots” photos and the
detailed weaving instructions found in Illustrated Instructions for Twined Spruce
Root booklet
Class II-III: Weaving project- Twined basket using yarn for weft and a plastic container
for warp
Pictures that go along with these directions for weaving project can be located in the booklet,
Ravenstail Weaving Patterns and Projects found on pages 79-80.
1. Pass out the supplies to each student. One piece of yarn and a plastic container.
2. Ask the students to fold the yarn in the middle and place it around one strip (warp) of the
carton.
3. Next take the yarn on the left and place across the warp, over the yarn in front or to the right
and to the back, then around the back of the next warp and out to the front.
4. Continue this process all around the basket. When the yarn runs out, simply take both ends
to the inside and tie a knot. Then, to add more yarn, cut a length of yarn, fold it in the middle
and insert it in the next warp.
5. For patterns, it is easy to make colored bands by tying off one yarn and adding another color.
To make a checker pattern, tie two different colors of yarn together and add them as you
would a single strand. (Or you can make your own designs.)
6. Finishing: The weaving needs to be anchored some way at the top so that the weaving cannot
be slipped off unintentionally.
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a. Some cups may have a lip that may hold the weaving on.
b. Or making a hole very near the top of each strip with a paper punch, then threading
the yarn on a needle with a large eye and sewing around in various ways, works.
c. As you practice, you might discover a different way to secure that you like better for
finishing the top.
7. If possible share the finished projects in a display case with the traditional materials for all
the students to see.
Assessment:
 Students can identify spruce roots are by seeing and touching them.
 Students can explain the words “warp” and “weavers”.
 Students can explain how spruce roots were woven to make hats why roots were used as a
traditional waterproof material.
 Students can explain the traditional spruce root weaving pattern using yarn for weft and a
plastic container for warp.
 Students can correctly say and point out the Sugt’stun/ Eyak words for spruce root hat and
spruce tree
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All About Spruce Roots
Step One:






Gathering Spruce Roots
Look for a forest of healthy spruce
trees 30 to 50 years old. Healthy
trees are dark green in color and have
very sharp needles.
Roots are best in early spring as soon
as the frost disappears, usually in late
April or early May, and possibly
through early June if the weather is
not too hot or dry. Dig a few inches
down in the moss or dirt looking for
straight reddish or orange roots, the
ideal size is the size of a pencil.
When the bark is removed later, the
root will be quite a bit smaller than it
looks when you pull it from the
ground.

Step Two:
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A Beautiful Coiled, Spruce Root
This root was carefully pulled from
the ground.
Long roots are what you are hoping
for.
Cut the root off when it becomes too
big, goes to deep or changes its size
quickly.
Bundle the root in a circle with the
ends tucked in.
It is important to untie the root
quickly after heating the bark off. Do
you notice the reddish color in the
roots?

Step Three:








‘Debark’ the Spruce Roots
Build a hot fire in a safe place, not
in the woods.
Place one bundle of roots on the
end of a stick and hold it over the
hottest part of the fire and heat the
root until it sizzles.
Turn the root many times so it
doesn’t burn.
When root is hot, with leather
gloves, very quickly untie the
bundle, and pull it through a forked
stick.
Place your debarked root in a clean
plastic bag. Wash your roots in
clean water, rain water preferably.

Step Four:
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Make Spruce Root Bark Free
If there is still bark stuck to the
root, scrape gently with your
fingernail.

Step Five:







Split the Spruce Roots
Roots are easier to split if they
are done soon after gathering.
Do not keep them damp in a
plastic bag for more than a
couple days as they get slimy
and mold.
Look closely at your root, find
the largest end, and then
identify the line of the root in
the middle. It looks like a
dotted line down the middle of
the root.
The split will go right down
along the dotted line.

Step Six:
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Prepare the Spruce Roots
Soak and wrap the split roots
in loops so they are ready for
weaving.

Step Seven:



Weavers and Wefts
Wrapping and soaking the
weavers (coiled roots) and wefts
(short straight roots) to be ready
for weaving.

Aren’t they a beautiful color?

CLOTHING

Page 9

Step Eight:



Begin to Weave
To begin weaving the spruce
root basket, refer to the detailed
directions from Illustrated
Instructions for Twined Spruce
Root or Cedar Bark Basket and a
Model Spruce Fish Trap by
Mary Lou King, Juneau, AK.

A replica of a
traditional spruce root
hat located at the Ilanka
Cultural Center in
Cordova, Alaska.

CLOTHING

Page 10

Traditional Chugach spruce
root hat located in the
Berlin Museum
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