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    SHEPPARD AIR FORCE BASE, Texas – Most military members have hobbies, interests and passions that fill their off-duty time, but few participate in a more unique activity than Technical Sgt. John Kiernan, 361st Training Squadron instructor supervisor.
Sergeant Kiernan is a flintknapper, a maker of stone tools. 

“I replicate stone tools, mostly arrowpoints, from prehistoric techniques,” said Sergeant Kiernan. “I add different elements of design, and it becomes modern art.”

He makes everything from traditional points to eccentrics, with many notches and intricate designs.

His passion is a far cry from his Air Force career.  During his duty hours Sergeant Kiernan is focused on training Airman fresh out of basic training on the turbo-prop aircraft engines, likes those used in C-130 Hercules at the Air Force’s largest technical training center, Sheppard Air Force Base.

Sergeant Kiernan makes the stone points out of different types of rock. The rocks must be of high silica content, so that they will break in a predictable pattern.

He starts with a large piece of rock and uses a natural instrument, such as a deer antler, to break away pieces of the rock through a process called percussion flaking. Once the piece of rock is small enough to shape, he uses another process called pressure flaking to attain the final design.

Sergeant Kiernan uses stone from all over the world. He uses different types of flint, chert, agate and calchadry from places as far away as Egypt, Israel and Belize or as close as right here in Texas. 
Sergeant Kiernan said Texas is especially blessed with many different types of rock.

“I’ve always been interested in this,” said Sergeant Kiernan. “I grew up on a ranch in Eastern Colorado, and I found my first arrowpoint at age 8. It raised all kinds of questions in my mind about the last person to hold the arrowpoint. I wanted to know what their life and their culture was like.”

Sergeant Kiernan soon started trying to replicate arrowheads.

“I didn’t know what I was doing back then. I was just sort of banging rocks around,” he said. “My dad would joke that he never had to wonder where I was, because he could just follow the sound of banging rocks.”

As Sergeant Kiernan grew older, his interest grew.

“I wanted to be an archaeologist,” he said. “I still do.”

Sergeant Kiernan is currently in a program with the Oklahoma Archaeological Survey, and later plans to complete a traditional archaeology degree through the University of Oklahoma.

In addition to working towards a traditional degree, Sergeant Kiernan has over a 1,000 hours in excavation and laboratory work.

In the meantime, he has spoken at many lectures and public demonstrations about flintknapping. 

“Public speaking not only lets me share my knowledge of flintknapping, it also lets me expose many people to the Air Force and our way of life,” said Sergeant Kiernan.

As for the way of life of the ancient people who pioneered the craft, Sergeant Kiernan said everyone can benefit from learning about the people who made this world such a culturally rich place.  Everyone is probably even related to them.

“This is something that’s common to everyone, not just certain groups,” said Sergeant Kiernan. “If you have opposable thumbs and walk upright, someone in your family tree probably made and used stone tools.”


Above is a collection of stone points hand-crafted by Sergeant Kiernan.  He is considered to be one of the best flintknappers in the world.


The point to the left, made by Sergeant Kiernan, is unique in design and referred to in flintknapping as the “Kiernan point.”
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