
TIERRA DEL FUEGO ‘SELK’NAM’ PEOPLES AXE
A RARE TIERRA DEL FUEGO ‘SELK’NAM’ PEOPLES AXE MADE FROM THE JAW BONE OF A ‘GUANACOS’ A WILD LLAMA 

BOUND ON A HIDE COVERED WOOD SHAFT
19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 38.5CM LONG, 20.5CM WIDE, 6CM DEEP - 15¼ INS LONG, 8 INS WIDE, 2¼ INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

KNOWN AS THE ‘LAND OF FIRE’, TIERRA DEL FUEGO IS HOME TO THE SOUTHERNMOST PEOPLES OF THE WORLD LIVING
AT THE VERY TIP OF SOUTH AMERICA. COLD CLIMATE HUNTER-GATHERERS, THE SELK’NAM WERE LAND DWELLING
NOMADS WHO INHABITED THE ARCHIPELAGO TOGETHER WITH THEIR SEAFARING NEIGHBOURS, THE YAMANA AND

KAWÉSGAR. UNTIL THE EARLY 20TH CENTURY THEY ACHIEVED A TOTAL SELF SUFFICIENCY THROUGH ACTIVITIES THEY
HAD PRACTISED FOR CENTURIES; GATHERING WILD FRUITS AND BERRIES, HUNTING GUANACOS, RHEA, OSTRICH AND
SEALS AND BY FISHING AND COLLECTING SHELLFISH. THE GUANACOS, THEIR PRINCIPAL GAME, IS A LARGE CAMELID

WHOSE MEAT, FAT AND MARROW FORMED THEIR STAPLE DIET WHILE THE SKIN WAS USED TO MAKE CAPES AND COVER
THEIR HUTS, THE BONES TO MAKE TOOLS SUCH AS THIS AXE, AND THE TENDONS, CORDS. ESSENTIAL TO THEIR

SURVIVAL, THE GUANACOS ITSELF SURVIVED FOR MORE THAN 10,000 YEARS ON ITS ISLAND RESERVE, THEIR NUMBERS
MANAGED BY THE SELK’NAM IN SUCH A WAY THAT IT NEVER BECAME EXTINCT.

FROM 1520 WHEN MEGALLAN DISCOVERED THE NARROW CHANNEL THAT ENABLED SHIPS TO SAIL FROM THE ATLANTIC
TO THE PACIFIC OCEAN, THE PEOPLES OF TIERRA DEL FUEGO WERE FEARED BY EUROPEANS WHO REGARDED THEM AS

BLOOD-THIRSTY SAVAGES. HOWEVER, MISSIONARY ORDERS WERE ESTABLISHED BY THE END OF THE 19TH CENTURY
AND AS A CONSEQUENCE THE POPULATION OF THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES BEGAN TO SHRINK. THE IMMIGRANTS FROM

EUROPE, CHILE AND ARGENTINA BROUGHT NEW DISEASES TO WHICH THEY HAD NO NATURAL RESISTANCE.
SHOWING EXCEPTIONAL POWERS OF ADAPTION TO A HARSH, IF RICH, ENVIRONMENT, THE SELK’NAM WERE THE LAST TO

BE EVANGELISED. BETWEEN 1886 AND 1887 A ROMANIAN BORN ARGENTINE ADVENTURER CALLED JULIUS POPPER



LAUNCHED AN EXPEDITION TO TIERRA DEL FUEGO. AT THE HEAD OF AN ARMY OF MERCENARIES, POPPER ESTABLISHED
A DICTATORSHIP, PILLAGING THE REGIONS RESOURCES INCLUDING ITS GOLD, AND ORDERED THE GENOCIDE OF THE

SELK’NAM PEOPLE. BY THE LATE 1890’S CHILE AND ARGENTINA BEGAN PARCELLING OUT THE LAND ENCOURAGING
COLONISERS TO REAR LIVESTOCK IN ORDER TO STIMULATE ECONOMIC GROWTH IN THE ISLANDS. PRIOR TO THIS, THE
NOMADIC SELK’NAM COMPRISED MORE THAN 3000 PEOPLE, BY THE 1920’S THIS FIGURE HAD DROPPED BY MORE THAN
NINETY PERCENT. THE FRAGILE POPULATION WAS UNABLE TO WITHSTAND THE ONSLAUGHT OF THE ARRIVAL OF MORE
EUROPEAN SETTLERS, AND A CULTURE THAT HAD EXISTED FOR THOUSANDS OF YEARS WAS SWEPT AWAY IN A MATTER

OF DECADES.

 


