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The wigwam is a traditional shelter of the Eastern 
Woodland Indians and would have been a 
common sight within “Lenapehoking,” which 

translates into “Land of the Lenape.” It is an area that 

Building the eastern Woodland Wigwam
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included parts of New Jersey, New York, Connecticut, 
Pennsylvania, and Delaware. I’ve had the pleasure of 
working with Mike Dennis of www.traditionalearthskills.
com to build and maintain one such shelter within a 

Wigwam in wintertime.
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county park system and would like to share my experience.  
Mike, like many Self Reliance Illustrated readers, grew up 
with a fascination in Native American ways and turned 
his studies and experience into a series of interactive 
living history educational programs that he offers to 
various groups.  We contracted his help building the 
shelter highlighted in this article as the main element 
within a Lenape Native American learning area where 
we now offer engaging hands-on opportunities to learn 
about the history and culture of the Eastern Woodland 
Indians.  Having the opportunity to learn in this replica 
environment excites the imagination of our participants 
and more easily allows them to comprehend life 500 years 
ago when the Lenape hunted, fished, foraged, and farmed 
in the area. 

 The building process involves four main steps 
starting with the cutting and preparing of many saplings 
for the frame, measuring the perimeter of a circle based 
on the height and flexibility of your saplings, setting the 
saplings into the ground and lashing the round frame 
together, and finally covering the frame with available 
matting resources.  It is enjoyable to watch Mike build 
these shelters as he quickly eyes his measurements and 
moves forward without hesitation in the method of a 
skilled craftsman.  Like many bushcraft skills the process is 
visual and requires creatively and logistically working out 
details as you go according to the materials available found 
on your landscape. 

 The first step includes marking all your saplings 
with surveyors tape to ensure you have the needed 
materials available prior to cutting them.  For once you cut 
your saplings; they will begin to dry out making it more 
difficult to bend them into the round shape required for 
your wigwam.  We found the majority of our saplings at 
forest edges and a few within.  Each of your approximately 
fifty saplings should be at least 12 feet in length and an 
inch in width.  You should be able to wrap your middle 
finger and thumb around the trunk or the tree, any thicker 
and it won’t have much bend to it.  The majority of our 
collected saplings were made of maple with a few other 
species that did just fine in the mix.

 The second step included finding an appropriate 
site with ground soft enough to dig but not so soft that 
it won’t hold the sapling poles in place. Determine the 
center point of your wigwam and place a rock or stake 
to mark the spot.  Based on the length of our available 

Framing the Wigwam.

Framing the Wigwam.

Framing the Wigwam.
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materials we measured outward around 7 feet and marked 
a perimeter that highlighted the diameter of our wigwam 
totaling 14 feet across.  

 The third step included setting the saplings 
one foot into the ground and bending them so two like 
saplings at a time may be overlapped at least one foot and 
lashed together at their slender tops with strong cordage. 
The height of the first two saplings at the center point was 
approximately 7 feet.   The sapling pairs are then added 
approximately 18 inches apart and some added in other 
places for additional support where needed. Traditionally, 
inner bark strips would be used as cord but in this case 
we requested the use of metal wire.  This was because the 
wigwam must withstand many years of use without the 
maintenance and upkeep one would provide if living in 
the home. This modern material of course also speeds 
up the process as the collection of natural cord is a time 
intense and resource dependent process.  

 Finally, once the frame was complete it was time 
to add a covering.  The covering is shingled downward 
from the top and sealed in the cracks with clay or mud. 
If you use cord to tie it down be sure to use an awl to 
open the material rather than a drill that would remove 
material. Traditionally the covering was made of bark 
pried loose with a pointed stick referred to as a spud. 
Cattail and grass mats also provided excellent covering and 
insulation.  Unlike the Plains Indian Tepees of the West, 
it was not practical to use animal hide to cover the shelter.  
It would take around 18 buffalo hides to make a tepee, so 
you can imagine the challenge of trying to acquire enough 
deer hides. This would also be an unnecessary effort when 
you take into the account the abundance of large slabs 
of bark at this time.  Again, to save time, and due to the 
distance from any large trees or lumber yard where bark 
might be available we purchased flexible matting for the 
covering and choose to include examples of bark, cattail, 
and grass mats inside the wigwam for observation of the 
traditional way.   Openings were left for the doorway 
and for smoke to escape.  We decided to leave two large 
doorways instead of the traditional one small doorway to 
make for easier entry and exit with our large groups.  The 
smaller the doorway the better the wigwam would hold 
heat inside and also allow you to easily recognize who is 
entering your home.
 
 At the completion of your wigwam other 
improvements to add may include a removable smoke 

Wigwam freshly covered with reed matting. 

Wigwam complete in early autumn.

Smoke flap inside the Wigwam.

Bed and shelf inside the Wigwam.
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flap, door coverings, an entrance awning and a raised 
bed with shelving.  We also created a fire ring for display 
but only use an outdoor ring for concern of safety with 
public participants.  In addition to the wigwam we have 
added elements to our learning area for interactive display. 
Surrounding the wigwam is a hide stretching rack, fish 
drying area, underground food cache, edible, medicinal 
and utilitarian garden, debris hut, mortar and pestle, 
corncob dart throwing area, and an archaeological dig pit 
with bones, shells and arrowheads for students to search 
through for clues of how the native people once lived.

 The wigwam depicted in the photographs is 
located in a wooded wetland environment and is now 
going on four years old and has survived multiple floods, 
Hurricane Irene and Sandy, as well as the hands-on 
curiosity of many who have visited.  It is beginning to list 
to one side and will need to be rebuilt in another year or 
two.  Traditionally, a family living in and caring for their 
wigwam must make improvements just like you and I 
would today on our homes.  If improvements are made 
the wigwam may stand around 10 years at which point 
the family would likely move to another area with their 
community in search of more abundant resources.  Wigwam in autumn snow storm.

Mike Dennis of Traditional Earth Skills presenting to a group. Mike Dennis presenting with atlatl in hand. 


