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Introduction 
A handaxe is a shaped stone with two faces. It is generally considered to be the longest-used tool 
in human history (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hand_axe). The first anthropologic interpretation of 
a handaxe was published by Frere (1800) (Fig. 1). Soon after, many more were reported in 
southern England, and now over a thousand of them are held in the collection of the British 
Museum (Fig. 2). 




Figure 1.  
Illustration from the first published interpretation of a 
handaxe. Frere (1800) 




Figure 2. Handaxe 
recovery locations in 
England. Ashton et al. 
2015 
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Handaxes are not shaped to be fastened to an arrow or spear, or hafted to a handle. The rounded 
base could be held by the hand. But the base itself is too sharp to hold and use with much force. 
They typically show no wear from use, or damage from being thrown. 


There is no consensus as to their use. It is suggested that they were used to butcher animals, to 
dig in dirt, to chop wood and remove tree bark, to throw at prey, as a source for knapping sharp 
stone flakes, that they were works of art, or demonstrations of artistry, craftsmanship, sexual 
prowess. Mimi Lam (2012) suggested that they were the earliest form of money.


They are often made of flint or quartzite. These are materials that are hard and make sharp edges. 
They are also materials without structure that break like glass with a characteristic conchoidal 
fracture. In a society without glass or manufactured items, these would be unique objects. They 
were not always especially hard. Many rock types were used. They were likely made from smooth 
river cobbles, of about the size of the finished product.


How handaxes may have been used 
I now suggest that handaxes of southern England were not intended to be used as a tool. I think 
they were shaped barter stones. I imagine that in a Stone-Age tribe of a few dozen families in 
southern England, there might have been as many as a hundred of these in circulation. 


Let's say someone catches a rabbit, and wants to trade the rabbit skin to a neighbor, who has 
nothing that he wants in return just now. He could trade it for a barter stone. That stone now has 
the value of a rabbit skin. The neighbor might trade it back later to the same person for something 
worth about the same. They both remember that that particular stone has the value of a rabbit 
skin. Or he might trade it to another tribal member for a large fish that he caught and doesn't 
need, telling him that it has the value of a rabbit skin. Now it has the value of a large fish, and can 
be traded further. Several people remember the specific stone, and what it was last traded for. 
The stone helps as a sort of mental record keeping. 


It is easy for people to remember stones. In my introductory geology classes, students learn and 
remember about a hundred different stones, and they enjoy doing it. 


The shaping of these barter stones was a way of making them special, so no one would carelessly 
throw one away. More barter stones could be made locally, or imported from another tribe. There 
would be no risk of someone counterfeiting such stones and thereby becoming rich. The stones 
are only valuable as long as various people remember and respect what they were last traded for.  
Basically, everyone is trying to be more or less fair, and facilitate the barter system. 


The handaxes in southern England are quite special, never having a place to attach to a spear or 
handle, as bifaces in North America, for example. It would not be expected that Stone-Age people 
on different continents and at different times would make sculpted stones of this type. They would 
more likely make a sharp blade with a comfortable handle for holding and cutting things. Or they 
would make spear points or arrowheads with notches to be fastened to wooden shafts.


How handaxes may have been misused 
For most accepted handaxes, there is no doubt that they were made by humans, with intelligence 
and skill. For the past two centuries, any new discovery of a handaxe has been accepted as proof 
that Stone-Age humans lived in that particular place. Handaxes can document human presence, 
much like a human skeleton, skull, or tooth. But handaxes cannot be dated using Carbon-14 or 
other methods. And they cannot be found again: one must trust that they were found where 
claimed. 


British scientists have always been eager to find evidence of a human presence in England during 
the Stone-Age. Unlike mainland Europe, there were no bones of Neanderthal or Cro-Magnon 
humans in England. Fame and fortune might be made by finding evidence of Stone-Age humans 
in any specific locality. That was the motivation of the famous Piltdown Man hoax. There have 
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been other such hoaxes that were debunked. And we can assume that there are hoaxes that are 
still believed. 


It seems likely that some handaxes were planted in specific areas, to make those areas and the 
finders more famous or successful. This could have been done in England, where there were 
many such handaxes. Later, hand axes may have been planted by tricksters somewhere else. 


Most importantly, a few handaxes were found in Olduvai Gorge in eastern Africa, and made 
famous by Louis Leakey. Those handaxes may have been planted by his helpers, or by others, in 
order to fool him or help him succeed. Those and other similar discoveries of handaxes have 
supported the current belief that intelligent and skilled humans were living in various places as 
early as a million years ago. I am using a working hypothesis of human evolution in which there 
may have been no protohumans in eastern Africa at that time (Krill 2020). If that hypothesis is 
correct, the handaxes that are thought to be that old have been misinterpreted. 


Figure. 3. Handaxes from 
Olduvai Gorge, thought to be 
over a million years old. 
https://
www.britishmuseum.org/
collection/object/
H_1934-1214-49 
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