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16 Child’'s Pack Basket

Made by William Altvatar,
Passamaquoddy, 1977

From the collection of The Boston
Children’s Museum

Among Northeastern Native Americans,
heavy-duty utilitarian baskets including
pack baskets and bushel baskets (see Cat.
33) were commonly woven by men using
thick, relatively coarse splints. This con-
temporary example by Billy Altvatar, a
Passamaquoddy fisherman and sometime
basket maker, was shaped on a special
composite mold he made. Earlier work
baskets were woven freehand.
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kets ... and sweet grass crewel
baskets and wall pockets” woven by
Indian people at Mount Desert Island
further confirms the approximate
date. Without full use of gauges and
blocks, such baskets would have been
difficult to produce in any quantity.
As Eunice Crowley, a Penobscot bas-
ket-maker, said, “We didn't make
fancy baskets until we were discov-
ered.”” Among the Abenaki, blocks
and gauges may have been introduced
somewhat later. Weavers were using
blocks extensively by the turn of the
century for mass production of bas-
kets for catalogue sales (Pelletier
1982:7, 8).

The Poolaw Collection of
Penobscot Molds and Gauges

In the Boston Children’s Museum
collection of Northeast Native Amer-
ican materials, there are thirty-two
Penobscot blocks and twenty-nine
gauges (Fig. 20). The collection was
that of Chief Bruce Poolaw, a Kiowa,
who together with his wife, Princess
Watawaso, a Penobscot, owned a bas-
ket store on Indian Island. Poolaw
hired basket makers to supply crafts,
furnishing materials and a workshop.
To supply tools for his weavers, Poo-
law collected basket blocks and gauges.
Whenever someone needed a bit of
cash, they knew that Poolaw willingly
would purchase a block or gauges. If a
basket weaver left a block in the
workshop and did not return for it,
that too became part of Poolaw’s col-
lection.8 When his wife, Watawaso,
died, Poolaw sold a significant portion
of this collection to an antique shopin
Maine. The collection was acquired
by the Boston Children’s Museum in
1976.

A study of the blocks and gauges
reveals much about fancy-basket pro-
duction on the Penobscot reserva-
tion. Although all block types are not
represented, a surprising array of
fancy baskets could be produced with
them. Each of the thirty-two blocks
could be used to produce a different
type of basket. The collection includes
blocks for shaping the following bas-
ket types: collar (originally created to
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hold linen and celluloid shirt collars);
shopper (Cat. 29); round pocketbook;
shoulder pocketbook; button; acorn
and strawberry; knitting; wall pocket;
tray; work basket; wastebasket; bar-
rel; rectangular box (could also be
used to create a miniature cradle
basket); bowl; fruit bowl; and “flats.”

The blocks, made primarily of wood,
are hand carved from a solid piece of
wood or are made of pieces of wood
fitted and nailed together to form a
solid mold. Nearly all the blocks have
a handle for pulling the block out of
the basket. Most handles are made of
wood, but large nails, porcelain and
metal drawer pulls, and a metal eye-
hook also have been used. Tiny pin
holes appear on the base of some of
the blocks and were made when a
basket weaver centered and pinned
her basket base before tying it on the
block. When received by the museum,
many of the blocks were moldly and
dye stained, with corroded metal
parts, conditions caused by weaving
with damp splints.

Baskets with openings smaller than
their widest diameter, including the
pocketbook, barrel, and shopper, ne-
cessitated composite blocks, that is,
forms composed of several pieces
(Cat. 30). During the weaving process
the components of the pocketbook
and barrel blocks were held in place by
a piece of string tied around the block
and held in place by a groove. Each
piece was marked so that the block
could be assembled correctly. When
the basket was completed, the central
core was removed and then the quad-
rants could be removed easily, one at
a time. The shopper block, composed
of two pieces pegged together, was
also removed from the finished bas-
ket in sections.

The two-part shopper block was
invented by John Lewey (Cat. 31). An
old shopper block made by Lewey,
somewhat smaller than the one in the
Museum collection, is still owned by
his family. In his time Lewey made
shopper blocks for other basket weav-
ers, and his name continues to be
associated with this particular form,
John Lewey is alsoremembered as the

man who invented the shoulder pock-
etbook block about fifty years ago.
Lewey used machines at the Old
Town Canoe Factory, where he
worked, as well as equipment in the
woodworking shed on Indian Island,
to make some of his blocks.1® This
history suggests that men designed
and introduced new blocks, that such
innovations were “owned” or at least
credited to particular families, and
that the inventor of a block produced
them for other basket makers.

Names and initials are incised into
many of the blocks, with some blocks
bearing more than one inscription
(Fig. 21). The shopper in the Muse-
um'’s collection is inscribed with the
name Alice Francis, a basket weaver
who died about twenty-five years
ago,!l and also with the initials "O.K.”
A block for an eight-inch work basket
is inscribed with the name Watty, a
nickname for Watawaso used only by
her closest friends. Another shopper,
different from the Lewey one, is
inscribed with the initials “F.5.” for
Florence Nicolar Shay,2 the first
Indian woman to graduate from Old
Town High School (Verrill 1933:113).
Clearly, the names on the blocks
denote ownership. Since the blocks
are passed down from generation to
generation, multiple initials may ap-
pear. Chief Poolaw apparently was
quite possessive about his blocks. In
addition to the blocks personally
inscribed with his or his wife’s name,
other blocks have “Chief Poolaw’s
Indian Tepee, Indian Island, Maine”
hand-stamped on them.

Several blocks also have basket-
making notations in pencil on the
sides or base of the block. On the base
of the Lewey pocketbook block is
written “11-5,” indicating that the
basket will need 16 standards for its
base—5 horizontals and 11 verticals.
Similarly, the eight-inch block owned
by Watty has the notation “9x9” and
“18 standards” pencilled on it, indicat-
ing the number of splints needed to
prepare the round bottom, or base.
Evidently, once the exact number of
standards needed to form the base of
a particular basket had been deter-
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30 Pocketbook Block

Penobscot, circa 1930

From the collection of the
Boston Children’s Museum

Shopper Block

Penobscot, circa 1930

From the collection of the
Boston Children’s Museum

Barrel Block

Penobscot, circa 1930

From the collection of the
Boston Children’s Museum

Baskets with openings smaller than their
widest diameter—including the pocket-
book, barrel, and shopper—necessitated
composite blocks, that is, those composed
of several pieces (see diagram). During
the weaving process the components of
the blocks were held in place by a piece of
string tied around a groove in the block.
Each piece was marked so that the block
could be assembled correctly. When the
basket was completed, the central core
was removed and then the pieces could be
removed easily, one at a time.

29 Shopper

All warps dyed red using commercial
dyestuff; splint wefts dyed red and
blue

Made by Mary Ann Paul, Penobscot,
circa 1930

From the collection of the
Maine State Museum, 81.147.40

The popularity and use of Hong Kong
cord and other commercially available
materials like twisted paper cord varied
from one native group to another. Dur-
ing the early twentieth century, Abenaki
basket-makers were encouraged by mid-
dlemen to substitute Hong Kong cord for
braided sweet grass in hopes that it would
increase production. When these proved
unpopular with buyers, imported mate-
rials were abandoned (Pelletier 1982).
Among the Passamaquoddy and Penobs-
cot, basket makers adopted Hong Kong
cord for handles and for large baskets and
have continued its use to the present day.



31 Shopper
Random wefts dyed pinkish red and
green using commercial dyestuff
Passamaquoddy?, circa 1930
From the collection of the
Boston Children’s Museum

Shopper Block

Two components, made of other joined
pieces, pegged together on a diagonal
(see diagram)

Penobscot, circa 1930

From the collection of the
Boston Children’s Museum

The two-part, pegged shopper block was
invented by John Lewey and continues to
bear his name. Its history suggests that
among the Penobscot and Passamaquoddy,
men designed and introduced new blocks
and that such innovations were “owned”
by or at least credited to particular indi-
viduals or families. Among the Abenaki
however, the origins of specific molds are
not personalized or even deemed signifi-
cant. Ratheritis a woman, theartist, who
is often associated with a particular basket
form (Pelletier 1982).

Figure 21. Detail of names and initials on
basket blocks,

Names and initials are carved into many
of the blocks. The names denote owner-
ship, and since the blocks were passed
down from generation to generation,
many bear multiple initials. The mold for
the Lewey shopper (Cat. 31) is inscribed
with the name Alice Francis, a basket
maker who died about twenty-five years
ago, and also with the initials “O.K.” The
other shopper bears the initials “F.5.” for
Florence Nicolar Shay, the first Indian
woman to graduate from Old Town High
School (Verrill 1933). The Lewey pocket-
book is inscribed “Chief Poolaw,” and the
block for an eight-inch work basket is
marked with “Watty,” Watawaso’s nick-
name, used only by her closest friends. [n
addition, Poolaw marked the blocks in his
collection with “Chief Poolaw’s Indian
Tepee, Indian [sland Maine.”
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Figure 23. Decorated gauges from Old
Town, Maine.

While many of the gauges in the Poolaw
collection are decorated, they are not as
elaborate as these, which were collected
by Frank Speck in the early 1900s. Besides
these examples, now in the collection of
the Peabody Museum of Salem, many
others were collected by Speck at the
same time. These included several with
open cut-outs in the handles, from the
collection of the Museum of the American
Indian, Heye Foundation. Compared to
those from the late nineteenth century,
the Poolaw gauges are simple, without
cut-outs, and when carved, include only
simple surface decorations.
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