
2 Rocks and minerals in history 

From the beginning humans needed the ability to cut, grind, pierce and pound various materials. Teeth 
were undoubtedly the first tools to be used for these purposes. However, it would have been hard to 
skin an elephant or carve a statue using teeth alone, so tools made of wood, bone and stone 
appeared very early in prehistory, more than a million years ago. 

Stone is a generic term used to describe any of the naturally occurring solid materials which make up 
the Earth. Generally the term stone is not used in geology, instead geologists use the terms mineral 
and rock. The term mineral is used to describe a naturally occurring substance with a reasonably 
fixed chemical composition and crystal structure. When discussing minerals, we will often refer to the 
chemical composition, crystal structure and melting point. The term rock is used to describe a 
naturally occurring solid aggregate of one or more minerals. When discussing rocks, we will often refer 
to the minerals present in the rock. 

Not all stone is suitable for toolmaking. The key requirements for a cutting tool are that it should be 
sharp and durable. Minerals are not very suitable for toolmaking because of their crystalline structure. 
When a crystal is broken, it splits unevenly and does not generally produce a sharp edge. During the 
Stone Age mankind’s requirement was the need for a hard rock that was not easily scratched. Among 
hard rocks, the silicates are the most abundant (12% of the Earth's crust) and they were the material 
of choice for primitive stone tools. 

Stone Age people placed a very great value on flint, which could be used to make sharp knives and 
arrow heads. Flint is a type of cryptocrystalline quartz made up of such minute crystals they are only 
visible microscopically. In Europe, people found that striking flint against fool’s gold (pyrite) made a 
spark that could be used to start a fire. 

Indigenous Australians had implements such as knives, scrapers, axe-heads and spears often made 
of stone. They used stone tools for many things including: to make other tools, to get and prepare 
food, to chop wood, and to prepare animal skins. 
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