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Abstract
 
In 1905 Frank Palmer excavated at the Malaga Cove site (CA-
LAN-138). In 1917 he gave his finds to Redondo Union High 
School. The Palmer 1917 Collection now resides in the Redondo 
Beach Historical Society Museum. This article presents descriptions 
and illustrations of a selection of the museum’s artifacts for readers’ 
instruction and enjoyment.

Introduction
 
Artifacts recovered in Frank Palmer’s 1905 excava-
tions at the Malaga Cove site (CA-LAN-138) (Figure 
1) are the focus of this article. Palmer gifted his finds 
to Redondo Union High School in 1917. The school 
eventually transferred the Palmer 1917 Collection 
to the Redondo Beach Historical Society Museum, 
Redondo Beach.1

 
The Palmer 1917 Collection is also known as the 
Redondo Union High School 1917 Collection. Some 
caution is required here; “Redondo” was commonly 
used to refer to the “Redondo People,” identified as 
those persons and their burial grounds spreading from 
the northern limits of the City of Redondo Beach to 
the Hollywood Riviera area and territory that included 
Malaga Cove and even beyond to San Pedro. When 
Palmer and his daughter spoke of the Palmer 1917 
Collection in an evening lecture at the high school 
(Hunter 2017:30; also Redondo Reflux, 2 February 
1917), they were referring to specimens only from the 
Malaga Cove site.
 
Palmer enjoyed lecturing to the larger public about 
subjects and causes close to his heart. He relished 

any amount of publicity to push his agenda of edu-
cating the public about regional prehistory. There was 
no want of press promoting such (e.g., Catey 1927; 
Remarkable Collection of Relics, Los Angeles Herald 
[LAH], 15 November 1893; Remarkable Relics of 
Aborigines Found at Redondo, [LAH], 15 November 
1893; Lummis 1904:565–566; Mills-Stetson 1904; 
Palmer 1905.)
 
According to Van Valkenberg (1931), Palmer 
excavated at LAN-138 starting around 1877. He 
unearthed numerous burials. About 20 percent of his 
finds went to the Peabody Museum, Harvard Univer-
sity. Circa 1903, Palmer’s efforts provided Chicago’s 
Field Museum with about 20 percent of Malaga 
Cove site specimens recovered that year. It was the 
next Palmer work in 1905, when he sank 138 exca-
vation units (Palmer 1906), that yielded Redondo 
Beach Union High School’s 1917 acquisitions. The 
school received 100 percent of the artifacts. A fourth 
Malaga Cove site collection excavated by Palmer in 
1906 produced artifacts of which about 25 percent 
went to the Southwest Museum, Highland Park, Los 
Angeles.
 
Koerper and Peterson (2014) assumed that Palmer 
had set his activities mostly in Level 2 at LAN-138, 
and so most of his recoveries would have related to 
Angeles IV and Angeles V phases of the Del Rey 
Tradition, a new tradition, proposed (Sutton 2010) to 
replace older designations, the Intermediate and Late, 
and that covered the southern California mainland and 
southern Channel Islands. Sutton’s mainland label 
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equated with the arrival of a biologically distinct 
Takic population, while the Late designation equated 
with the Shoshonean Tradition. Two regional pat-
terns, Angeles and Island, each with several phases, 
were identified. Sutton (2010:1) explained, “Del Rey 
signals the arrival, divergence, and development of 
the Gabrielino [Tongva] in southern California.” In 
Sutton’s scheme, “the Del Rey would expose a more 
dynamic prehistory than was possible using the less 
developed designations of Intermediate and Late.” 
The Angeles IV and Angeles V phases relate to when 
steatite effigies offer testimony to remarkable stone 
craftsmanship. The present article selects and show-
cases some of those objects as well as specimens that 
are not effigies.

Selections

Long, Linear Crafted Stone
 
Several artifacts fall under the purview of this section, 
the most remarkable of which is a huge, hollow tube 
weighing close to 1.9 kg (Figures 2, 3 and 4). Its length 
is 44.7 cm, and maximum diameter measures about 5.8 
cm. Striations easily seen looking into the artifact from 
either end attest to the action of a tool to remove serpen-
tine from this shaman’s sucking tube that was initially 
rotationally drilled. All external surfaces are polished.
 
Two large pestles are included in the 1917 collec-
tion. One is possibly made of basalt, its surfaces well 

Figure 1. Location map. The Point Vicente Interpretive Center (PVIC) also curates a collection of CA-LAN-138 
artifacts.
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polished. It weighs in at 3.545 kg (Figures 5 and 6). 
Its notable length, about 56 cm, suggests a ceremonial 
function. Maximum diameter is 5.7 cm. Both ends are 
angled, not rounded, hinting perhaps at limited usage, 
such as one would suggest for application to toloache 
(Datura) preparation for boys’ initiations.
 
The other large pestle (Figure 7) is rounded at both 
ends. Weighing about 4.7 kg, its surfaces (glau-
cophane schist?) are smoothed but not polished. 
Length measures 67 cm. Maximum diameter is 6.6 
cm. It too may have been dedicated to toloache 
ceremonialism.
 
A 470 g, hard sedimentary “charm stone” is shown in 
Figure 8. Its length is close to 30 cm, and maximum 
diameter measures 3.4 cm.

Figure 2. Long shaman’s sucking tube (44 cm).

Figure 3. View into one end of the sucking tube.

Figure 4. Opposite end of the magico-religious artifact.
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Figure 5. Possible toloache preparation pestle. Figure 6. Illustration of both ends of the pestle seen in 
Figure 5.

Figure 7. A second large ceremonial pestle (67 cm).

Large Perforated Stones
 
For eye appeal in a museum setting, certain large 
perforated stones at the Redondo Beach Histori-
cal Society Museum are unsurpassed. Unlike other 

donut-shaped specimens, the 908 g, very hard stone 
artifact of Figure 9 lacks any grooved element. It is 
highly polished, so much so that it easily reflects light. 
It is biconically drilled. Maximum diameter is about 
10 cm; height is about 6.5 cm.
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The 892 g, pear-shaped, or pyriform, specimen (Figure 
10) is notable for lipping around one opening to the 
straight-walled channel running through the piece. 
Height is 7.8 cm, and maximum diameter is 9.7 cm. 
Another pyriform specimen, but with an amazing 
amount of geometric embellishment, can be seen in 
Koerper (2006:90).
 
Figure 11 shows a 367 g, four-line incised, high-quali-
ty serpentine artifact. The line elements emanate from 
an oval (not round) opening and course all the way to 
the oval hole at the opposite side. Maximum diameter 
of the piece is 8.6 cm, while height measures 3.8 cm.
 
Figure 12 shows a biconically drilled specimen sport-
ing seven incised lines that encircle the piece. This 
high quality serpentine artifact has light-reflecting 
polish on all surfaces. Maximum diameter is 8.6 cm, 
and height is 3.8 cm. An artifact of similar shape but 
having much more surface decoration was recovered 
on Wilmington Avenue, Los Angeles, in the 1930s. It 
presently resides with the Bowers Museum of Cultural 
Art, Santa Ana (see Koerper 2006:90).
 
There is one large perforated stone having relatively 
less aesthetic appeal (Figure 13). Weighing 278 g, 
its hole is oversized, a good candidate for status as 
target in a hoop-and-pole game. In the same genre are 
ring-and-pin and cup-and-ball amusements. Perceptive 

readers should recognize that sexual symbolism might 
apply here. In some Native American cultures the 
genre is considered a game for lovers (e.g., “the mat-
ing game”) (Culin 1907:529).

Birdstones
 
Birdstones, also known as pelican stones, are some-
times interpreted as dimorphic sexual symbols (see 
e.g., Koerper and Labbé 1987; see also Desautels et al. 
2005). The 172 g specimen is carved from serpentine 
(Figure 14). Its length is 12.1 cm, and maximum width 
measures 6.5 cm. All surfaces are smooth.  
 
The 146 g artifact pictured in Figure 15 was also 
shaped from serpentine. Its surfaces are smoothed to 
a reflective polish. It is particularly notable for a pro-
truding nub. Length is 10.4 cm, and maximum width 
measures nearly 5.0 cm. 
 
The 168 g effigy of Figure 16 is clearly the specimen 
with the most credible avian look. The long neck is 
topped with a “head” having a “bill.” Maximum length 
measures 8.6 cm, and maximum width is 54.2 cm. 
 
The fourth birdstone (Figure 17) weighs 186 g, with 
a maximum length of 10.5 cm and a maximum width 
close to 39.0 cm. All surfaces are smoothed. It too 
projects good bird imagery. 

Figure 8. Charm stone (length 
about 30 cm).
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Figure 9. Large donut-like ceremonial artifact (maximum 
diameter, 10 cm).

Figure 10. Pyriform-shaped specimen with a grooved lip 
(maximum diameter, 9.7 cm).

Figure 11. Large perforated, donut-like ceremonial stone 
(maximum diameter, 8.6 cm).. 

Figure 12. Large perforated ceremonial stone with multiple 
incised lines (maximum diameter, 8.6 cm).
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Figure 13. Possible hoop-and-pole donut stone.

Figure 14. Birdstone (length, 12.1 cm).

Figure 15. Birdstone (length, 10.4 cm). Note protruding 
element.

Figure 16. Bird-
stone (length, 
8.6 cm).

Incised Tablets
 
Two incised tablets are included in the Palmer 1917 
Collection. The larger weighs 1.78 kg (Figures 18 and 
19). Its material is friable sandstone. Maximum length 
is 32.3 cm, maximum width is 18.4 cm, and maximum 
thickness is about 2.2 cm. On the bottom side, which 

Figure 17. Birdstone (length, 10.5 cm).
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Figure 18. Large incised sandstone tablet. Illustrated 60 percent actual size.

is devoid of incised lines, shellac was applied as a 
preservative.
 
The other unique tablet, much smaller, is serpentine 
(Figures 20 and 21). It weighs 120 g and is 8.9 cm 
long. Maximum width is 6.1 cm. Maximum thick-
ness is 1.4 cm. One face shows a geometric motif, 
while the side opposite has a branching design. What 
appears to be a biconically drilled hole at one end, but 
now broken, indicates that the specimen may have 
been worn as a pendant.

Waterworn Pebbles
 
Frank Palmer recovered waterworn pebbles from 
the Malaga Cove site (Figure 22). Some (Figure 
22a) may have been natural manuports, deemed 
“nonutilitarian,” a term of convenience adopted 
here to characterize pebbles not directly purposed to 
practical tasks, but rather connected with thought and 

behavior invested in one or more of the following 
domains: magico-religious/spiritual, aesthetic, game 
amusement, and curiosity/souvenir (also e.g., Walker 
1951:67).
 
It is long recognized that such objects were intentional 
additions to mortuary contexts (e.g., Kunz 1905:71; 
also e.g., Hardy 2001:89). Excavations at Playa Vista 
by Statistical Research, Inc., pointed up the role of 
waterworn pebbles as grave furniture (see Koerper, 
Peterson, Stanton, and Hull ca. 2005).
 
One waterworn pebble (Figure 22b, c) exhibits modifi-
cation—a grooved knob at one end. It weighs 60 g and 
is 8.8 cm long. 
 
Another specimen is notable for its distinctive curvature 
(Figure 22d), raising the question of whether its finder 
was familiar with atulku artifacts (see e.g., Koerper and 
Cramer 2011; also Jones and Workman 2005). 
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Figure 19. Incised lines 
of large tablet.

Figure 20. Small serpentine tablet. Figure 21. Opposite side of small serpentine tablet.
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a b

c d

Figure 22a, b, c, d. Waterworn pebbles from the Malaga Cove site.

Canoe Charms
 
Two canoe charms emerged from the Palmer 1917 
Collection. The light gray, micaceous steatite specimen 
(Figures 23 and 24; also front cover) weighs 583 g. Its 
length is 15.7 cm, and maximum width is 8.8 cm.2 

Canoe charms are entwined with fertility/fecundity 
communications of nature’s bounty (see e.g., Hud-
son and Blackburn 1986:215–217). Inspection of 
both ends of the vessel points up labia symbolism. 

Circumscribed gunwales of canoe charms communi-
cate sex-based imagery.

John Harrington’s oral narrative 32 (see Blackburn 
1975:207–208) is particularly instructive with regard 
to the issue of sex-based imagery.  The narrative, titled 
“Coyote and Qaq,” reports Coyote’s visit to the house 
of the widow Qaq.  Qaq asked Coyote if he would like 
to spend the night at her house, “and he nodded his 
head violently and showed he was very pleased with 
the idea.”  Qaq was to sleep on the bed and Coyote on 
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is dark gray serpentine. The complete charm would 
possibly have weighed nearly 1,200 g.3 

 
No doubt in long contact with numerous avocation-
al archaeologists. Arthur Woodward could attest to 
numerous small stone canoe effigies having been 
recovered in mortuary contexts along the Santa Bar-
bara Channel mainland and on the channel’s islands 
(1934:120).  In his article, Woodward reproduced an 
1859 newspaper piece by Daniel Hill, “probably the 
first definitive description of [plank] canoes made 
by the Chumash.”  Woodward mistakenly referred to 
“dugout canoes.”

Unusual Phallic Smoking Pipe 
 
Distinctive curvature seen on the 188 g, dark gray 
serpentine smoking pipe (Figure 26) sets the specimen 
apart from most stone smoking pipes. The curvature 
was perhaps intended to communicate phallic imagery. 
The proximal and distal ends (Figures 27 and 28) both 
exhibit very careful crafting. Length measures 136 cm, 
and maximum width at the bowl end is 37 cm. One 
suspects the specimen was intended for ritual rather 
than casual use.

Figure 23. Micaceous steatite canoe charm (length, 15.7 cm; 
height, 8.8 cm).

Figure 24. Design element at one end of the micaceous 
steatite canoe.

Figure 25. Smaller canoe charm.

the floor, but the wily Trickster had other designs, slyly 
maneuvering to get himself into her bed.  Realizing he 
had “bad thoughts,” she ignored him for a short while.  
“She took off her clothes…and Coyote watched her and 
howled.”  Soon, he joined her in the bed.  After some 
talking, “Coyote said, ‘I’m going to get into the canoe!’ 
and Qaq responded, ‘Go ahead’ and ‘I’m ready for 
you’.”  Afterwards, they engaged in sexual intercourse. 

The second canoe was broken, and only one piece was 
available for study (see Figure 25). It lacks design 
elements signaling sex-based imagery. The specimen’s 
length is 12.3 cm, maximum width is about 9.0 cm, 
and its height is close to 7.6 cm. The effigy’s material 
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Knife-like Hair Ornament
 
As Cabrillo sailed along the southern California coast, 
he encountered numerous Chumash eager to visit his 
ship. When many canoes arrived at Cabrillo’s vessel, 
he gave the visitors numerous presents (e.g., Putnam 
1879:307; see also Hudson and Blackburn 1987:75–
76, 83–91; also see Abbott 1879:59–60). He observed 
Indians wearing “their hair very long and tied up with 
cords very long and placed within the hair, and these 
strings have many small daggers attached of flint and 
wood and bone.” Putnam reported that his 1875 sur-
vey party had excavated many such specimens from 
graves. There is just such an example of a wood and 
flint specimen in the 1917 collection (Figure 29). Its 
length is 15.3 cm.

Receptacles

Receptacles of various types are present in the 1917 
collection. Of those that would likely appeal to the 
museum visitor, the most remarkable (Figure 30) is 
a very tiny, light gray steatite cup, just 36 g. It has 
very thin walls, a maximum diameter of just 4.2 cm, 
and is a mere 2.1 cm in height. A blob of asphal-
tum adheres to the underside. It seems too delicate 
to have been intended as a toy, but one suspects a 
ritual employment, perhaps a toloache cup for boys’ 

Figure 27. Smoking pipe with phallic appearance.

Figure 28. Smoking pipe with phallic appearance.

Figure 26. Smoking pipe with 
phallic appearance.
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Figure 29. Knife-
like adornment. 
Length, 15.3 cm.

Figure 30. Steatite cup. Possibly used in boys’ initiation cere-
monies. Note asphaltum at base of cup. Maximum diameter, 
4.2 cm.

initiations into manhood (see Hudson and Blackburn 
1986:291). 
 
Interestingly, prior to 1900, Dr. Palmer excavated a 
similar artifact from a grave; its walls, he estimat-
ed, were 2.0 mm thick, and they exhibited traces of 
red ochre. Diameter measures 3.5 cm, and height is 
also about 3.5 cm (see e.g., Hudson and Blackburn 
1986:292). Another undersized object, a gray steatite 
comal, weighs only 590 g (Figure 31). It was prob-
ably crafted from a sherd out of a big pot. Its hole is 
biconically drilled. Length is 12.8 cm, and width is 
11.7 cm. Thickness is about 24 mm. Perhaps it had 
been a toy.
 
The last receptacle (Figure 32) is an abalone shell 
dish. Its silvery surfaces draws a sharp contrast against 
its eight asphaltum plugs.

Teardrop-Shaped Artifact
 
The 928 g Monterey shale oddity seen in Figure 33 
has a biconically manufactured hole opposite its 
pointed end. Surfaces are smoothly crafted. Length is 
16.8 cm, maximum width is 10.3 cm, and thickness is 
about 4.4 cm.

Endnotes

1. The museum is located at Heritage Court, Domin-
guez Park, 302 Flagler Lane, Redondo Beach. Readers 
considering a visit to the Redondo Beach Historical 
Society Museum are advised to phone ahead for view-
ing hours. The phone number is 310-542–5318.

2. Eugene Robinson (1942 and 1943) wrote that this 
steatite canoe effigy in the 1917 collection given to 
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Redondo Union High School had “small V-shaped 
openings (anchor-rope channels) in bow and stern and 
is 5 in. long.”  This description mischaracterizes the 
shapes of the openings and mistakenly shortens length 
by about 1.2 cm.  It is arguable whether such openings 
served as rope channels.
 
A literature search resulted in a second reference to 
anchor-rope channels on Chumash watercraft, but 
for dugout canoes, not for the tomol, or plank canoe 
(see Hill 1859:pagination uncertain).  Parenthetical-
ly, Woodward (1934:120) reported that numerous 
small stone effigies had been discovered in mortuary 
contexts along the Santa Barbara channel mainland as 
well as on the islands.
 
3. Perhaps not all canoe charms were fashioned out 
of steatite or serpentine.  Harrington (1928:87, Plate 
11a) described the end fragment of a gray sandstone 
canoe-shaped vessel he recovered at Burton Mound, 
Santa Barbara.
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