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CHAPTER 3. CULTURAL SETTING 
Desiree Martinez (Cogstone) 

Introduction 
This section presents an overview of the cultural sequences, the ethnography of the Tongva and a brief 
discussion of the previous archaeological investigations conducted on Santa Catalina Island and within 
Avalon. 

Based on linguistic, ethnographic, and archaeological cultural affiliation, prior to the arrival of the 
Spanish, Santa Catalina Island was occupied by the Gabrielino (Tongva) people (McCawley 2002; Reddy 
2006; Strudwick et al. 2007). In addition to Pimu (Santa Catalina Island), their geographical territory 
included large portions of Los Angeles County, the northern part of Orange County, small sections of 
Riverside and San Bernardino Counties as well as the southern Channel Islands of Santa Barbara, 
Kiinkepar (San Clemente), and Haraasnga (San Nicolas) (Figure 3-1).  

The term Gabrielino was used by the Spanish to identify Native Americans who were baptized at the 
Mission San Gabriel during the Mission Period (1769-1834). Prior to European contact, there was no 
overarching label that identified people who lived in what is now Gabrielino traditional territory. Instead, 
people identified themselves as belonging to a particular village. For example, early accounts state that 
Santa Catalina Island was referred to as Pimu (Pemú'nga or Pimungna) by the Native people who lived 
there (Reid 1968). Those from Pimu would have called themselves Pimuvit or Pimubit.1 However, as a 
result of their relocation during the Mission Period, most members of the Gabrielino community no 
longer identified themselves by their villages but by the term Gabrielino. As an alternative to the term 
imposed by nonnative people, a number of descendant community members have chosen terms with 
native origins to identify themselves and their ancestors (Martinez et al. 2014). The term Tongva will be 
used throughout this report to identify the Gabrielino, with the term Catalina Island Tongva used 
specifically to identify those who lived on or were from Santa Catalina Island. 

Pre-Contact History 

Although Santa Catalina Island has been the center of scholarly and amateur investigations for over 150 
years, a broadly accepted cultural chronology for the island has yet to be developed. A number of 
Southern California regional syntheses have been applied to Santa Catalina Island however, these 
chronologies are inadequate (see Figure 3-2). Some chronologies are so broad that they obliterate the 
unique characteristics of particular regions (e.g., Byrd and Raab 2007; Wallace 1955; Warren 1968), or 
they are tailored to other sub-regions so that the cultural characteristics described do not accurately 
represent the cultural manifestations on Santa Catalina Island (e.g., Arnold and Graesch 2004; Kowta 
1969; Mason and Peterson 2014; Rogers 1929) or they are based upon the examination of only a few sites 
(e.g., Sutton 2009). Further, as Strudwick (2007) argues, the characteristics used to describe various 
cultural traditions may in fact be the result of subsistence practices created to adapt to a particular 
environment instead of describing overarching cultural practices of a larger identifiable group. 
  

                                                        
1 The –gna ending means in, of, place of a particular village. The -vit (or -bit) ending identifies a person 
from a particular village. 
2  Although the meaning of Najququar was not recorded, according to J. P. Harrington, náqar in 
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Figure 3-1 Tongva (Gabrielino) Territory 

Based on Key to Tribal Territories Map (Heizer 1978) 
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Figure 3-3 Location of Catalina Sites Mentioned in the Text 
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Also complicating the development of a Santa Catalina specific chronology is the paucity of well-dated 
archaeological sites. Only four sites: SCAI-17 (Little Harbor Mesa), SCAI-26 (Ripper’s Cove), and 
SCAI-137 (Bullrush Canyon), and SCAI-95 have radiocarbon dates (Figure 3-3; Cottrell et al. 1980, 
Howard 2002; Raab et al. 1995). The earliest radiocarbon date for Santa Catalina Island comes from 
SCAI-17 (Little Harbor Mesa), dating from 5579-5947cal BC (calibrated years before present, 1! range) 
(Raab el al. 1994:246). Another eleven sites have been assigned relative dates. Site SCAI-39 (Two 
Harbors), SCAI-45 (Rosski), and the Cottonwood Creek site were dated based on the presence of 
temporally diagnostic shell beads (Bickford and Martz 1980; Finnerty et al. 1970; Rosen 1980) while the 
date for SCAI-118 (Miner’s Camp) was based on physically similar objects from dated contexts on the 
mainland (Meighan and Rootenberg 1957). Howard (2002:603) identified seven soapstone quarries and 
mining pit sites with metal tool marks, indicating that the sites were used into the post-Contact era.  

Without directly dated strata, the ability to temporally associate and compare Catalina’s archaeological 
record to that of the other Channel Islands and the mainland is limited (Teeter et al. 2014). The Pimu 
Catalina Island Archaeology Project, of which the chapter author is Co-Director, and its associated 
graduate students are dating a number of previously excavated sites in order to begin to develop a Santa 
Catalina chronology. As that chronology is not yet available, the cultural sequence developed by Mason 
and Peterson (2004) will be used for this study, since it was developed locally using a large number of 
dated sites (N=37) and over 300 radiocarbon dates (see Table 3-1). 
 

Table 3-1. Southern California Cultural Sequence (after Mason and Peterson 2004) and Santa Catalina 
Island Sites 

Period  Years BP Calendar Years (AD/BC) SCAI Sites 
Ranching 130-0 AD 1820-1950 7 soapstone quarries 
Mission 181-116 AD 1769-1834  
Late Prehistoric 2 650-200 AD 1300-1750 !
Late Prehistoric 1 1350-650 AD 600-1300  !
Intermediate 3000-1350 1050 BC-AD 600 !
Milling Stone 3 4650-3000 2700-1050 BC !
Milling Stone 2 5800-4650 3850-2700 BC !
Milling Stone 1 8000-5800 6050-3850 BC "#$%&'(!
Paleo-Coastal Prior to 8000 Prior to 6050 BC !

PALEOCOASTAL (PALEOINDIAN) PERIOD (PRIOR TO 6050 BC / 8000 BP) 

The search for the earliest Paleo-Coastal communities has been predicated on the “Ice Free Corridor” 
theory; that at the end of the Pleistocene (~11,700 years BP) people from northeast Asia crossed Beringia 
and entered the western United States through a gap between the Laurentide and Cordilleran ice sheets; 
after which they moved to settle the coasts. Paleontological, geological and pollen analyses, however, has 
shown that the so-called “Ice Free Corridor” was not a viable migration option from 30,000 to 11,500 
years ago (Mandryk et al. 2001). Additionally with the increase in the number of accepted sites dated 
prior to 11,700 BP (e.g., Monte Verde, Chile at 14,800 B P) including a number of Coastal California 
Channel Island sites (e.g., Arlington Springs on Santa Rosa Island at 13,000 cal BP and Daisy Cave on 
San Miguel Island at 12,000 cal BP), new models for the settlement of the New World had to be 
considered (Erlandson et al. 1996; Johnson et al. 2002). 

Paleo-Coastal subsistence patterns have predominantly been described as dependent on the hunting of 
megafauna as represented by large Clovis-like points in the archaeological record. However this pattern 
has not been convincingly identified in coastal California (Erlandson et al. 2007:56). Instead at early sites 
such as Daisy Cave, there is evidence of much more diverse subsistence patterns, particularly the use of a 
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variety of marine habitats. As an alternative to the “Ice Free Corridor” theory and taking into account the 
cultural material seen at early Channel Islands sites, Erlandson et al. (2007) argue that the earliest New 
World settlers followed the productive kelp forest habitats that exist along the Pacific Rim. This “kelp 
highway” allowed settlers to use near shore marine resources, such as large red abalones (Haliotis 
rufescens), black turban snails (Tegula funebralis), sea urchin (Strongylocentrotus spp.), pinnipeds, sea 
otter, and California sheephead (Semicossyphus pulcher) while portions of North America were covered 
by ice sheets. In addition to near-shore marine ecofacts found at early Channel Island sites, Paleocoastal 
artifacts include small stemmed Channel Island Barbed points, chipped stone crescents (proposed to be 
used for bird hunting), fish gorges and evidence of boat technology (Erlandson et al. 2011). There is also 
evidence, based on the discovery of spire-lopped Olivella biplicata beads dating to 9000 to 7000 cal BC 
of inter-regional trade with the Great Basin (Fitzgerald et al. 2005). There are no Santa Catalina sites that 
date to this time period, however Paleo-Coastal sites on Santa Catalina Island should be considered a 
possibility, since of all of the Southern Channel Islands, it is the one that has the most dependable plant 
and water resources. 

The earliest evidence of the settlement of the Southern Channel Islands comes from Eel Point (SCLI-43) 
on San Clemente Island around 6500 to 6000 cal BC, straddling the Paleo-Coastal/Milling Stone Period 1 
boundary. Based on its distance from the mainland, 77 kilometers, and the fact that it was never 
connected to the mainland, it can be assumed that seaworthy vessels were used, although no remnants of 
such vessels have been found to date (Cassidy et al. 2004; Yatsko 2000). Other evidence for the presence 
of sea worthy vessels on San Clemente Island includes a woodworking tool kit that is consistent with 
tools used to build watercraft historically (Rondeau et al. 2007). Eel Point also shows a marine 
subsistence pattern that is focused on hunting seals, sea lions, and dolphins as well as the collection of 
seashells (Porcasi and Fujita 2000). The earliest evidence of the occupation of San Nicolas Island 
occurred approximately 6555 BC (8505 BP) at CA-SNI-339 (Schwartz and Martz 1992). Earlier sites 
may have been lost due to rising sea levels after 10,000 BP (Martz 1994). Other sites show that the San 
Nicolas Tongva hunted sea mammals, near-shore fish like perch, and a variety of shellfish (Bleitz-
Sanburg 1987). 

MILLING STONE PERIOD (6050-1050 BC / 8000-3000 BP) 

Mason and Peterson divide the Milling Stone Period into three subdivisions: Milling Stone 1 (8000-5800 
BP), Milling Stone 2 (5800-4650 BP), and Milling Stone 3(4650-3000 BP). The climate at the beginning 
of Milling Stone Period 1 was warmer and drier than today with freezing winters rare near the coast. 
However, toward the end of the Milling Stone Period 1, the climate started to cool and stabilizing to a 
climate similar to today’s weather (King 2001). 

The earliest radiocarbon date for Santa Catalina Island comes from SCAI-17 (Little Harbor Mesa) dating 
from 5579-5947 cal B.C (6860 ± 190 BP) (Raab el al. 1995:246). During this time period at Little Harbor 
on Santa Catalina Island, Porcasi (2000) argues that dolphins were predominately hunted over pinnipeds 
contrary to the Optimal Foraging Theory (OFT). The theory states that foragers maximize their net energy 
intake per unit of time. In other words, OFT predicts that the Little Harbor Tongva should have chosen 
pinnipeds over dolphins since pinnipeds provide more calories per animal, compared to dolphins (Porcasi 
2000; Porcasi and Fujita 2000). 

Also during the Milling Stone Period there is evidence of trade between the Great Basin and other areas 
of California. Coso Mountain obsidian artifacts have been found at archaeological sites in southern 
California while shell beads, particularly Olivella Grooved Rectangle beads, have been found as far away 
as Oregon and Nevada (King 2001; Raab and Howard 2002; Vellanoweth 1995, 2001). Vellanoweth 
(2001) argues that Olivella Grooved Rectangle beads may be used as ethnic marker for Uto-Aztecan 
speaking peoples like the Tongva since they were not made in Chumash territory to the north.  
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At 5000 BP on the southern California mainland, there was an increase in the quantity of ground stone 
tools (e.g., manos, metates, mortars, pestles) suggesting an intensification of the use of plant and marine 
resources, particularly seeds and shellfish (Arnold et al. 2004). Toward the end of the Milling Stone 
Period, the use of manos and metates subsided while the number of mortars and pestles grew. This switch 
may indicate that acorns started to make up a larger portion of the diet. This pattern has yet to be proven 
for Santa Catalina Island because of the lack of stratigraphically controlled excavations. However it has 
been suggested that the Catalina Island Tongva brought the non-endemic Valley Oak (Quercus lobata) to 
Santa Catalina Island from the mainland, possibly to increase acorn production. Although there have been 
only vague reports of the presence of Valley Oak on the island today, the hybrid MacDonald Oak 
(Quercus xmacdonaldii) is present and contains the genes of both the Valley Oak and the island scub oak 
(Quercus pacifica) (personal communication, Sara Ratay, 2014; personal communication, Jepson 
Herbaria 2014). Additionally Raab and Yatsko (1990) and Salls (1988) argue that the people on the 
southern Channel Islands exploited marine resources more than those on the northern Channel Islands at 
this time.  
 
Although pottery has not been recognized in the archaeological record in Tongva territory until the post-
Contact era, 19 irregular hand shaped and fired ceramic pieces from Little Harbor were dated to around 
5000 years old (Porcasi 1998). Porcasi argues that these ceramic pieces are similar to those found at the 
Irvine site (CA-ORA-64) in Orange County and suggests they are evidence of a broad interaction sphere 
linking the southern Channel Islands with the desert interior. Boxt and Dillon (2013) argue that the 
Tongva living at CA-LAN-2630, located on the campus of California State University, Long Beach, made 
ceramics prior to the post-Contact era from locally derived clays. 
 

INTERMEDIATE PERIOD (1050 BC-AD 600 / 3000-1350 BP)  

During the Intermediate Period, the climate became warmer and drier, with lower rainfall, than the 
Milling Stone Period. The sea level rise slowed with surface temperatures lower than before; although 
paleoclimate data have suggests that between circa (ca.) 3000 and 1700 BP, there was a period of heavier 
rainfall (Davis 1992). Early in the Intermediate Period, mortars and pestles replace milling stones and 
hand stones in artifact assemblages, which may signal a shift from the use of grass and hard seeds to 
acorn exploitation. During this time, there was an increase the utilization of nearshore fish, sea mammal 
resources, and deep-water resources on the islands (Glassow 1980; C. King 2001, 2014; Tartaglia 1976). 
There was an increase sedentism in the Intermediate Period, with villages being permanent or semi-
permanent. Population growth resulted in intensive resource collection leading to the decline of local 
resources and the need to collect higher-cost resources. This is evident at Eel Point where there is a focus 
on lower-ranked such as fish and small shellfish as is evident at (Byrd and Raab: 223). The active 
management of terrestrial resources became evident on the mainland during this time period with 
intentionally set fires and intensive horticulture practices, such as pruning, sowing, planting, irrigation, 
being used to increase the productivity of trees and plants (Arnold et al. 2004). This may have also 
occurred on the islands inhabited on the islands as well. Burials practices included flexed inhumations 
with large slate slabs or metates located on top of or near the head of the person (Gamble and King 2007).  

LATE PREHISTORIC PERIOD (AD 600-1750 / 1350-200 BP)   

Mason and Peterson divide the Late Prehistoric Period into two subdivisions: Late Prehistoric 1 1350-
650BP (AD 600-1300) and Late Prehistoric 2 650-200 BP (AD 1300-1750). It is during the Late 
Prehistoric Period that the cultural manifestations observed in the ethnohistoric period begin to emerge. 
By AD 500, there is a change in the cultural manifestations seen in the archaeological record within 
Tongva territory. This includes a change in interment practices from burial to cremation, dog burials, as 
well as a switch from z-twining to s-twining in basketry (Sutton 2009; Rozaire 1967). These features are 
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considered the markers signaling the migration of Takic-speaking people from the desert to the coast, 
pushing the Chumash to the north and the Yuman-speaking Kumeyaay people to the south. See the 
Ethnography section below for a description of the Takic language group which includes the Tongva 
language. Known as the “Shoshonean intrusion” (or Shoshonean Wedge) theory it is argues that the Takic 
groups settled along the coast and immediately “got with the program” and imitated the cultural practices 
and adaptions used by the populations, i.e. the Hokan-speaking, they supposedly displaced (Kowta 1969; 
Koerper 1979; Kroeber 1925 Moratto 1984:560; Sutton 2009). 

The Late Prehistoric Period saw the emergence of complex social organization with ascribed status 
evinced by the presence of abundant grave goods in child burials (L. King 1982; Martz 1984). Starting at 
800 AD, there is evidence of the limited exchange of Santa Catalina Island’s soapstone vessels to the 
mainland (e.g., Malaga Cove) with craft specialization intensifying during at the end of the period 
(Howard 2002).  

There has been considerable debate regarding to what extent climate change contributed to the 
development of complex societies in Southern California, including the Tongva (Gamble 2005; Kennett 
and Kennett 2000, Raab et al. 1995; Raab and Larson 1997; Arnold 1992; Kroeper et al. 2002). What is 
known is that new fishing strategies begin to be utilized by A.D. 500. These new practices include the 
development and use of the Tongva ti’at, (tomool in Chumash), the sewn plank canoe (Arnold and 
Bernard 2005), and a new fishing kit, which includes circular shell fishhooks manufactured from single 
pieces of abalone (Haliotis spp.), California mussel (Mytilus californianus), and Norris' top shell 
(Norrisia norrisi) (Strudwick 1986). Such a fishing kit was found the Nursery site on San Clemente 
consisting of a seagrass bag containing fishing tackle such as lithic drills, abraders, rib net-spacers, a bone 
knife and barbs, pry bars, abalone fishhooks and hook blanks, a steatite whale effigy, and serpentine 
sinkers (Bleitz and Salls 1993). Coupled together, these tools were used to obtain deep sea fish such as 
the broadbill swordfish, striped marlin, albacore, yellowfin tuna, bluefin tuna, blue shark, and shortfin 
mako (Arnold and Bernard 2005). Also by A.D. 500–600 BC, the bow and arrow comes into the area and 
as a result, projectile points get smaller, although large points are still evident on the Channel Islands due 
to the continued used of spears on large marine mammals (Arnold and Bernard 2005). Previous scholars 
have stated that cremations did not extend to the Channel Islands however in his notes Ralph Glidden 
states that he has excavated cremations (although based on his previous exaggerations, he may not be a 
trust worthy source). 

Although radiocarbon dates from prehistoric sites on Santa Catalina Island are not common, those that 
have been, date to the Late Prehistoric Period (see Table 3-2).  

 
Table 3-2 Radiocarbon Dates for Late Period Sites on Santa Catalina 

Site Dates Citation 

Bullrush Canyon (SCAI-137) AD 1680 ± 100 Cottrell et al. 1980:21 

Bullrush Canyon (SCAI-137) AD 1720 ± 90 Cottrell et al. 1980:21 

Ripper’s Cove (SCAI-26) AD 1340 ± 90 Reinman and Eberhart 1980:72 

Ripper’s Cove (SCAI-26) 1440 ± 90 Reinman and Eberhart 1980:72 

Ripper’s Cove (SCAI-26) 1480 ± 90 Reinman and Eberhart 1980:72 
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Ripper’s Cove (SCAI-26) 1730 ± 80 Reinman and Eberhart 1980:72 

 

MISSION PERIOD (AD 1769-1834) 
 
Historic archaeologists identify the beginning of the Mission Period with the establishment of the first 
Spanish Mission in San Diego in 1769 and the settlement of Alta California by the Spanish. Even though 
Vizcaino had explored the Pacific coast in 1602, the Spanish did not immediately settle Alta California. 
Beginning in 1566, Spanish galleons from Manila, Philippines brought Asian goods to Acapulco, Mexico. 
During these long and arduous voyages, ships lacked substantial food resources resulting in the death of 
crew members and eventual loss of ships (Corle 1949:37). To ensure a safe return, the Spanish 
government decided that ports needed to be built in Alta California in order to re-supply them with 
provide fresh meat, fruits and vegetables (James 1913:14, Corle 1949:32). Additionally in 1767, Marques 
de Grimaldi, the Minister of State, told Jose de Gálvez, the Visitor-General of Mexico, that the Russians 
and French were encroaching on its Alta California territory (Archibald 1978: 1, James 1913:14). As a 
result, King Carlos II of Spain gave the order to “occupy and fortify San Diego and Monterey for God 
and the King of Spain” to fight foreign claims to Spanish land (James 1913:16).  
 
In 1769, Gaspar de Portolá led one of three groups to Alta California in order to establish Spanish 
settlements, or Presidios, at San Diego and Monterey Bay (McCawley 1996:188). Accompanying Portolá 
was Junípero Serra and other Franciscan priests who sought to establish missions to convert the Native 
Americans they came into contact with. They established a number of missions, sustained by Indian labor, 
would supply the presidios with subsistence goods. 
 
Another factor that changed trade relations in southern California during the Mission period was the 
missions’ policy of ‘reduccion’ (Webb 1983). The reduction of the Indian population its initial settlement, 
cause the fathers to look for more converts. The stability of the mission relied on the Indian population to 
make cloth, to cook, and to farm. As the population grew sparse, the fathers traveled further, past the 
mission lands, to gather new Indians to live in the missions and carry on the work. As the populations 
around the mission diminished, the fathers had to go further and further out to gather Native American 
laborers. This included gathering the populations from the islands off the coast, which is discussed in 
detail in the Tracing the Pimuu’vetem section below. 

Ethnography 

Unfortunately, other than the brief descriptions provided by earlier explorers as described above, nothing 
more has been recorded about the observed Catalina Island Tongva lifeways on the island. Through the 
years however, a number anthropologists and ethnologists have collected some information from Tongva 
community members and other southern California Native American community members. This 
information, in the form of songs and oral stories, describes Catalina Island Tongva history or refers to 
people who came from Santa Catalina Island. The following section will first provide an overview of the 
cultural patterns as recorded for the mainland Tongva, which may also reflect the lifeways of the Catalina 
Island Tongva, and will then describe specific information recorded about the Pimu Catalina Tongva. 

The Tongva geographical territory includes large portions of Los Angeles County, the northern part of 
Orange County, small sections of Riverside and San Bernardino Counties as well as the southern Channel 
Islands of Santa Barbara, San Clemente, San Nicolas, and Santa Catalina. Their territory encompassed a 
number of ecological zones (Interior Mountains and Foothills; Prairie, Exposed Coast, Sheltered Coast, 
and the Southern Channel Islands) which affected their subsistence and settlement patterns (McCawley 
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1996). The Tongva would supplement the resources gathered near them with resources from other 
ecological zones by obtaining them either directly or through trade (Bean and Smith 1978). 

The Tongva language is classified as part of the Uto-Aztecan language family, under the Takic branch. It 
is now generally accepted that the Gabrielino language is a stand-alone Takic language, distinct from the 
Cupan sub-group (Mithun 1999:539). A number of Tongva words lists, descriptions of lifeways, and 
songs have been collected by ethnographers from various Tongva community members over the years: 
Hale (1846), Loew (In Gaschet 1879:401-475), Reid (1852[1968]), Merriam (1907), and Harrington 
(1917-1930s).  

The ethnohistoric inhabitants of Santa Catalina Island identified the island and the main village as Pimu 
(McCawley 1996:79). Kroeber (1925:621) states that Pimu or Pipimar are Catalina place names. J.P. 
Harrington recorded from Jose Zalvidea, Najquqar, as the name of the village (SCAI-39) located at 
Isthmus Cove now known as Two Harbors2. The “Bay of the Seven Moons” has been cited by a number 
of people as the Tongva place name for Avalon, however no corroborating evidence has been identified to 
support this claim. The name seems to have originated with Charles Holder and his book, An Isle of 
Summer as a way to entice tourists to visit the Island (Holder 1901).   

Tongva life centered on the village; composed of paternally related extended families, lineages, and/or 
clans, typically numbering 50-100 people. Houses, called kiiy in Tongva, were domed and circular with 
frames made from willow posts (or whale rib bones on the islands and along the coastline) covered with 
tule reed mats. Coastal kiiys had entryways that opened towards the sea with mats covering them. A large 
kiiy could hold up to three or four families and was perhaps 60 feet in diameter. Smaller homes were as 
little as 12 feet in diameter. Wind screens were usually adjacent to the kiiy and were used as open-air 
kitchens during fair weather. Large acorn granary baskets, sometimes coated with asphaltum and seated 
upon posted platforms, were also placed near the kiiys. 

Additional village structures included sweathouses, which were small semi-circular, semi-subterranean 
earth-covered buildings located near water to provide access for bathing. Menstrual huts were also 
constructed and frequented by women. It is not clear if the menstrual hut was also used for birthing 
(Heizer 1968:29). Ceremonial open-aired enclosures, yoyovars, were located near chiefs’ houses and near 
the center of villages. 

In addition to the permanent villages, the Tongva occupied temporary seasonal campsites that were used 
for a variety of activities such as hunting, fishing, and gathering plant resources (McCawley 1996:25). 
Hunting was primarily for rabbit and deer, while plant collection included acorns, buckwheat, chia, 
berries, and fruits. Coastal seasonal camps and camps near bays and estuaries were used to gather 
shellfish and hunt waterfowl (Hudson 1971). The Catalina Island Tongva used similar resources, except 
for the deer (which were absent on the island), with most of their diet coming marine resources. 

Each village had a Tomyaar, a leader whose position was typically inherited paternally, who regulated the 
village’s religious and secular life. Each lineage had a leader that participated in the Council of Elders 
which in turn advised the Tomyaar. Through study of the personal names recorded in mission records and 
ethnohistorcal information from other Southern California communities, King and Parsons (2014:8-10) 
have identified a number Tongva leadership roles that were not previously recognized. King and Parsons 
identified the title Chari as belonging to the town or settlement chief. The Nu was the bundle keeper, the 
person who protected sacred items that were bundled together, and the Paha (ceremonial assistant) was in 
charge of ceremonial preparation, including notifying people of the ceremony, carrying shell money 
                                                        
2  Although the meaning of Najququar was not recorded, according to J. P. Harrington, náqar in 
Fernadeno, which was a dialect of Gabrielino, means “precipice or bank” (Accession #1976-95, NMNH-
Harrington_mf3_r106_0080). 
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between groups, and dividing money and food during ceremonies (Strong 1972:96). The Nu worked with 
the Kika, the household chief. The singer, Eacuc, was also known as a knowledge keeper. 

Another important role in Tongva society was the medicine person, known as a shaman in the 
anthropological literature. They were the doctors, therapists, philosophers, and intellectuals of the 
villages. Some Tomyaars were also influential medicine people in their own right (Kroeber 1925; Johnson 
1962; Bean and Smith 1978; McCawley 1996). Both clans and villages were exogamous and patrilocal (Reid 
1852). King and Parsons (2014: Figure 1.8) have documented connections, based on recorded historic 
marriages, between Catalina Island Tongva and a number of villages on the mainland (e.g., Gauspet on 
Ballona Creek) and San Clemente Island (see Figure 3-4).Villages were autonomous but would came 
together seasonally for harvests and other cooperative activities including ceremonies.  

Tongva life was also organized around the celebration and observance of various rituals and ceremonies. These 
included rites of passage, village rites, seasonal ceremonies, and participation in the widespread Chinigchinich 
religion (various spellings; Kroeber 1925; McCawley 1996). According to Boscana (1978:32, 33), in versions 
of the coastal creation story documented from the Juañeno but also applicable to the Tongva, two influential 
deities, Ouiot, the monster-chief, and Chinigchinich, the supreme-creator god, emerged, at different times, at 
the village of Puvungna with Ouiot being burned there and Chinigchinich dying there (1978:119). Puvungna  
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Figure 3-4 Marriages between Villagers in Southern California based on Mission records. Line width indicates the 
frequencies of kin ties (King and Parson 2014: Figure 1.8).  
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was located on Rancho Los Alamitos where the U.S. Veterans Hospital and California State University, Long 
Beach exist today. Milliken and Hildebrandt (1997:15) summarize of the roles of Ouiot and Chingichngish 
in the origin stories among the Juaneño, Luiseño, and Gabrielino. 

 
[T]hree successive sets of power entities or beings were involved with the creation of the 
world and institution of religious life. The first generation, a brother/sister set of entities took 
the form of sky and earth. They created the second generation, the First People, entities whose 
essences are now found in certain animals, certain ritual objects, and certain rocks, hills, and 
mountains. One of those entities, Wiyut (Ouiot), became the “captain” or “father” of all the 
First People. Following the death of Wiyut, the First People assumed their present forms and 
humans as we know them were created. Chingichngish, the third generation of power entities, 
appeared among people for a short time as a teacher. He remains active in the background of 
existence, as the source of both positive power and punishment for behavior.   

After Ouiot was killed, a very large gathering of Ouiot’s people cremated his body at Puvungna. After the 
ceremonies, Chingichngish appeared and taught the people the laws and established the rites and 
ceremonies needed for the preservation of life (Boscana 1978:33). He also taught the people what to wear, 
how to heal the sick, how to build the ceremonial structure (yovaar), how to rear the children, and how to 
live according to his laws (Boscana 1978:33-34). The toloache ritual, which involved the ingestion of 
intoxicating Datura meteloides (also known as Jimson weed), was also associated with the Chinigchinich 
religion. 

Although Boscana identified the Chinigchinich belief system as having begun at Puvungna, others have 
recorded its origination from either Catalina or San Clemente Island (Kroeber 1925:621-622). A Luiseño 
informant told Dubois (1908) that the Chinigchinich religion came from the north, then to Catalina and 
San Clemente Islands, to San Juan Capistrano, to San Luis Rey, and finally to the San Diego 
Kumeyaay/Diegueno territory. The spread of this religion likely followed the same routes that goods and 
other cultural ideas followed. Some scholars argue that the Chinigchinich belief system originated post-
contact based on its similarities to Christian themes and motifs (Bean and Vane 1978; 699; Lepowsky 
2004). 

Tongva concept of afterlife and burial practices came from Chingichnich’s instructions to the Tongva. 
Upon death, it was believed that the heart of the person did not die, but was transported to Shiishonga, the 
land of the dead, located beyond San Catalina Island. If the deceased was a tomyaar or medicine person, 
they could reach Tokuupar or “heaven” or “sky” through the enactment of the proper rituals. For three 
days the community mourned, and the body was wrapped in a hide blanket or mat made of seagrass. After 
the mourning period, the body was carried to the village burial area. Mainland Gabrielino Tongva tended 
to conduct cremations, while the Island Gabrielino Tongva adhered to flexed inhumation burial practice. 
The hands were placed across the breast, and the entire body was bound. It is interesting to note that the 
portion of the coastal mainland where Island Gabrielino Tongva had the strongest relations also practiced 
flexed burial internment (King and Parsons 2014:??).  

For those villages practicing cremation, the remains were either interred or disposed of to the east of the 
village. Grave offerings included seeds, otter skins, baskets, soapstone pots, bone and shell implements, 
and shell beads. The amount of grave goods reflected the person’s status. If the person held a leadership 
position, an item designating their office might also be placed with their body. Some internments featured 
dog burials placed above the corpse. The Tongva saw the worlds of the living and the dead to be parallel 
places; therefore the items buried or burned with the deceased were intended to accompany that person to 
the afterworld where their statuses would be recognized by the items that accompanied them. Graves were 
marked by baskets or sandstone slabs. On San Nicholas Island, stone slabs decorated with ashpaltum 
would sometimes also be buried with the body. The living mourned for a year; the mourning period ended 
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at the annual mourning ceremony conducted for all of those who had died in the past year (Bean and 
Smith 1978:545–546; Heizer 1968:29–31; McCawley 1998:155–158.) 

The Tongva played an important role in the various trade routes that extended throughout the western 
United States. In the seminal study Power and Persistence, Bean et al. (1978) discussed the Pacific 
Ocean-Great Plains trade system and demonstrated that the Tongva, Cahuilla, Panya (Halchidoma), and 
Northern Pima were trade partners. The Catalina Island Tongva were the western anchor of the trade 
route, with steatite objects being traded for other goods (Bean et al. 1978:5-3; Dobyns 1984). Food such 
as dried fish and marine mammal meat was also traded to the mainland (McGuire 1883:588; Meighan 
1959:391; Rosen 1980:27; McCawley 1996:79, 2002:47). Gates et al. (2013) describes the Pacific to Rio 
Grande Trails Landscape that includes three major travel corridors emanating from the Southern 
California Coast.  

EUROPEAN ENCOUNTERS WITH THE SANTA CATALINA ISLAND TONGVA 

The first documented European contact with the Catalina Island Tongva occurred on October 7, 1542 
when explorer Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo landed on the island, claimed it for Spain and christened it San 
Salvador, after one of the ships in his fleet (Kelsey 1986: 144, 150). While on Santa Catalina, Cabrillo 
gave gifts to the Catalina Island Tongva but did not stay on the island more than a half day (Paez 1986:7; 
Kelsey 2004:31). 

Cabrillo returned to the southern Channel Islands on November 23, 1542 to make repairs to one of his 
ships. During this stop, Cabrillo splintered his shin on a rock while trying to rescue some of his men who 
were being attacked by the Tongva on December 24, 1542. The injury became infected and developed 
gangrene, and he died on January 3, 1543. Scholars disagree on the island where this event took place. 
Both Bolton (1930) and Wagner (1937) identify San Miguel as the island that Cabrillo landed on, named 
Posesión and La Capitana in the accounts, while Kelsey (2004) argues that La Capitana and Posesión are 
Santa Catalina Island (Kelsey 2004:36). 

The next European contact occurred in 1595 when the Portuguese explorer Sebastián Rodríguez Cermeño 
stopped on Catalina on December 16 after he had lost his ship, the San Augustine. Cermeño and his crew 
obtained “cakes made of yellow root resembling the sweet potato, which are cooked under the sand” as 
well as water, prickly pears, and wild onions to eat from the Catalina Island Tongva (Wagner 1929:162).  

In 1602, Spanish explorer Sebastian Vizcaino reached Santa Catalina and gave it its current name. 
Members of his expedition were the first to give a more detailed account of life of the Catalina Island 
Tongva (Wagner 1929:235-239). The first place that Vizcaino anchored may have been Avalon Bay, 
based on the location Father Antonio de la Ascension’s map (see Map 11 McCawley 1996:76). The party 
was welcomed by the Catalina Island Tongva as “They came running to the beach to receive the guests 
who were arriving” (Wagner 1929:236). The next day, about 150 Catalina Island Tongva attended mass 
in a tent that was erected. After two days, the Spaniards then sailed to what is now called Two Harbors 
(see Figure 3-5). There they explored the interior of the island and found a clearing where “Indians were 
assembled to worship an idol” that was on an altar surrounded by mutli-colored feathers (Wagner 
1929:237). 

The next documented European contact was by a supply ship for the Portola expedition in 1769. In his 
account of the visit, Father Juan Vizcaino stated that two canoes of Island Tongva visited the ship and the 
sailors drank water from “a bottle made of reeds tarred on the inside” (Vizcaíno 1959:18). 

Captain William Shaler was the first documented American to visit Catalina in March 1805. Aboard the 
Lelia Byrd, Shaler (1935:47) wrote “We found the harbour every thing that could be desired, and I 
determined that, after collecting all the [sea otter] skins on the coast, I would return to it and careen the 
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ship, which she was by this time greatly in want of.” Shaler returned to this harbor on May 1, 1805 and 
named it “Port Roussillon.” Historians have assumed that Shaler landed at Avalon. However, Strudwick 
(2013) argues Port Rousillion is Two Harbors, and not Avalon, based on the description of the geography. 
Shaler careened (temporarily beached) his ship at Port Rousillion until June 12, 1805 and stated that the 
Catalina Island Tongva, who numbered about “150 men, women, and children, came and encamped with 
us, and readily afforded us every aid in their power (Shaler 1935:47). 

In 1807, Jonathan Winship III and his vessel the O'Cain are reported by Hubert Bancroft (1886:84) to 
have "hunted otter for a time at Santa Catalina Island, where he found forty or fifty Indian residents who 
had grain and vegetables to sell.” Winship’s historic account was the last mention of the Catalina Island 
Tongva on Catalina even though in the intervening years, a number of vessels passed by or hunted sea 
otter around Santa Catalina, including Samuel Patterson’s Tamana (1807), Eliab Grime’s Eagle (1821), 
Joseph Peabody (1836), and  John Bancroft’s Llama (1838) (Bancroft  90-119; Oden 1975:169-179; 
Williamson 1903:21). The final departure of the Tongva from Santa Catalina Island is discussed in the 
Tracing the Pimuu’vetem section below. 

TONGVA TIES WITH OTHER NATIVE AMERICAN COMMUNITIES 

Although ethnography directly from Catalina Island Tongva community members is lacking, ethnography 
and oral histories from within the greater Tongva community and from other southern California Native 
American communities shows the importance of the items and admiration of people from Santa Catalina 
Island to the spiritual, social and economic lifeways of those same communities.  

The Tongva community has oral histories regarding the sacredness of Santa Catalina Island and the power 
the Catalina Island Tongva possessed. If you wanted something to be done to your enemy, you would go 
to Santa Catalina Island and ask the powerful medicine people to assist you. However, Tongva 
community members were also taught to be careful what they asked for because the Catalina Island 
Tongva’s power was so strong it could not be undone (Cindi Alvitre, personal communication 2007; 
McCawley 2002). Oral histories from members of other southern California Native communities also 
describe the power of the Catalina Island Tongva. Celestino Awai’u, a Pechanga Luiseño man, stated that 
the men on Santa Catalina Island lived to be over 200 years old, could predict events, and were so strong 
that they could bend trees (Johnson 1962:97). An oral history collected from another southern California 
Native community describes a yearly gathering on Santa Catalina of spiritually powerful people who 
spoke a special language that only those at the meeting could understand (Teeter et al. 2014). 

Francisco Patencio, an Agua Caliente net, stated that his medicine bundle contained a string of shell beads 
that were given to the Cahuilla Kauisik clan by the Native Americans of San Fernando, who in turn 
received them from the people on Santa Catalina Island (Patencio 1943). Upon the death of a chief or 
other highly respected leader, strings of beads were sent by the leaders of other southern California Native 
American communities as a sign of acknowledgement and respect. It is not known when Patencio’s string 
of beads was received by the Cahuilla Kauisik clan; however, the fact that Patencio kept it with the sacred 
medicine bundle shows that this item was indeed special, possibly because of its origin from Santa 
Catalina Island. 

A number of southern California tribes made trips to Santa Catalina Island to directly obtain resources. 
The late Jane Penn, a Wanikik Cahuilla elder, recounted that her father told her that the Wanikik would 
travel down to the Pala Reservation for sea fishing and then make raft boats to sail to Santa Catalina 
Island to collect flat serrated shells (Letter to Jay Ruby from Pat and Frank Johnston 1967). Willie Pink, a 
Luiseño, has collected oral histories that state that the Cahuilla and the Luiseño visited Santa Catalina 
Island in seven years cycles to directly obtain soapstone (personal communication 2010).  
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Lastly, various Navajo informants state that Santa Catalina Island is the winter home of Changing 
Woman (personal communication, Richard Begay 2007) while others identify the winter home as Santa 
Cruz Island or San Nicholas Island (personal communication Charles Cambridge 2013; personal 
communication, Kerry Thompson 2012). 
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Figure 3-5 Tongva Village Place Names (After McCawley 1996) 
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TRACING THE PIMUU’VETEM 
There has been much debate regarding when the last Catalina Island Tongva, known as the Pimuu’vetem 
(or people of Pimu) in the Tongva language, left the island. The last mention of the Santa Catalina Island 
Tongva living on the island was the account by Captain Winship in 1807 as described above. Strudwick 
(2013) has reviewed the ethnohistorical record for mentions of the Catalina Island Tongva and we have 
some indication where some of the Catalina Island Tongva ended up after leaving the island in the early 
1800s. 
 
In the songs Celestino Awai'u sang to Helen Roberts in 1926, he described how the sen’yam, who came 
from Santa Catalina Island, arrived at Carlsbad, located approximately 35 miles north of present day San 
Diego, and tried to push the palem’yum, the community already living there, out (Helen H. Roberts 
American Indian and Pacific Island Recordings Collection, AFS 751-754, American Folklife Center). 
McCawley (2002:56) believes that this happened during the mission period, although the time period was 
not mentioned during Roberts’ collection of the songs from Celestino. 

Based on analysis of the digitized mission records by the Huntington Library’s Early California 
Population Project from San Gabriel Mission, Los Angeles Plaza Church, and San Fernando Mission, 
there are clusters of baptisms of Catalina Island Tongva that may indicate different waves of islanders 
being moved from the island and into the Mission sphere. Figures 3-6 through 3-8 show that a number of 
baptisms of Catalina Island Tongva occurred around 1826-1829, many on or close to the day of the 
baptized person’s death, with another cluster from 1830 to 1831. As a result the date of the last Catalina 
Island Tongva may be in the late 1820’s or early 1830’s. 

According to an 1894 Los Angeles Herald news article, two Tongva villages existed in downtown in Los 
Angeles in 1832. One, located at the intersection of Aliso and Alameda Streets, was described as being 
inhabited by Tongva that spoke the same dialect as the Tongva who lived at San Gabriel. The second 
village, located near the intersection of Eighth and San Pedro Streets, came from or were descended from 
people who came from Santa Catalina Island. They reportedly spoke a slightly different dialect than that 
of the first village and some of the elderly men were “stonecutters,” occasionally visiting Santa Catalina 
Island to make soapstone pots and other utensils. The utensils were “disposed of” at the Mission and to 
the inhabitants of Los Angeles (Warner 1894). 

The Los Angeles City Council records describe that in December 1845 one Indian village was relocated 
to outside the city limits, across the river (Robinson 1952:16-22; Robinson 1938:156-157). The new 
village, called Pueblito, was razed in 1847 with its inhabitants moving to the suburbs (Robinson 
1938:156-157). In 1846, requests were made for the removal of the Pipimares village. Pipimares was a 
named used to identify Catalina Island Tongva, although some report that this was also used as a general 
term for Tongva (McCawley 1996:10). However, with evidence from the 1894 news article and the 
attention placed to the dialects spoke at each village, we can conclude in this instance that Pipimares 
village was inhabited by the Catalina Island Tongva. The committee appointed to investigate the 
relocation of the Pipimares village recommended that employers provide living quarters for their 
Pipimares employees on their ranchos or that the Pipimares be relocated to the “general village” 
(Robinson 1938: 169-170). The general village was probably the Pueblito, but it is not known if the 
Catalina Island Tongva relocated to Pueblito, or if they did, whether they then moved to the suburbs when 
the village was destroyed in 1847.  

Another news article stated that a few Catalina Island Tongva descendants resided at the Banning 
reservation (now known as Morongo) and that they had asked to return to the island in order to “build 
brush houses, make mortars and pestles, arrowheads, baskets, work the ancient old manufacturing as did 
their ancestors hundreds of years ago…” (Senor X 1895). It is not known if this event ever occurred. 
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From 1914-1917, J.P Harrington worked with a consultant named Jose Zalvidea who stated that 
grandfather (named ‘ukimovit) was from Santa Catalina Island (Accession #1976-95, NMNH-
Harrington_mf3_r102_0669). Johnson (1988:27) posits that ‘ukimovit was actually from San Clemente 
Island and not Santa Catalina Island, as recorded in the mission records (written as Aquimobit). Johnson 
stresses however that whether the Aquimobit identified in the mission records is related to Zalvidea needs 
to be verified.  

Harrington recorded from Sétimo López, a Fernandeño informant, that brother and sister Jose Chari and 
Maria Chari were from Catalina and lived in Calabasas until their deaths in the late 1800’s- early 1900’s 
(Accession #1976-95; NMNH-Harrington_mf3_r106_0021 & NMNH-Harrington_mf3_r106_0122). Lopez 
also stated that the father of his half-brother, Nicanor Guandía, was the one that brought the people from 
the islands in a canoe to the mainland (Accession #1976-95, NMNH-Harrington_mf3_r106_0080). 

Reid (1968:27) mentions the story of Canoe, a chief from Saint Catharine (Santa Catalina Island), who 
was still alive in 1852 and lived in San Fernando. Zalvidea mentioned to Harrington that Canoa (Spanish 
for canoe) was a paternal relative and that Canoa’s daughter Josfa lived in Colton with her three adult 
daughters (McCawley 1996:189; Accession #1976-95, NMNH-Harrington_mf3_r102_0669). 

THE TONGVA COMMUNITY TODAY 

Even with the devastating effects of disease, colonization, forced labor, and other genocidal activities 
perpetrated against them, 2,493 people in California (2,903 nationwide) identified themselves as Tongva 
or Gabrielino on the 2010 United States Census; a testament to their survival (United States Census, 
2013a & 2013b). There are currently seven different Gabrielino bands or organizations that some Tongva 
community members belong to: the Ti’at Society/Traditional Council of Pimu, the Gabrielino/Tongva 
San Gabriel Band of Mission Indians, the Gabrielino/Tongva Nation, the Gabrielino-Tongva Indians of 
California , the Gabrielino Tongva Ancestral Territorial Tribal Nation, the Kizh Nation  (aka Gabrieleno 
Band of  Mission Indians), and the Gabrielino-Tongva Tribe; although some Gabrielino people choose 
not to belong to any group. None of the groups are recognized by the United States federal government; 
however five groups have filed letters of intent to petition for federal recognition with the Office of 
Federal Acknowledgement (Office of Federal Acknowledgement 2013). In 1994, the California State 
Assembly and Senate jointly recognized the San Gabriel Band of Mission Indians, however this 
recognition did not establish or affirm any rights or privileges to the tribe (Resolution Chapter 146, 
Statutes of 1994 Assembly Joint Resolution 96). 

Tongva community members continue to fight against the misconception that they are extinct or 
“delusional” Mexicans attempting to gain money and services to which they are not entitled (Martinez et 
al. 2014; Teeter and Martinez 2009). To combat these uninformed notions, community members work 
with various public entities and private philanthropic groups to educate the public about the deep history 
of the Tongva within the Los Angeles area and their continued existence within a thriving metropolis. 
Additionally community members are working with linguist to revitalize the Tongva language (Marquez 
2014). 
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Post-Contact History  

RANCHING PERIOD (AD 1820-1950) 

After the removal of the Tongva from Santa Catalina Island sometime in the late 1820s and 1830s, the 
island was soon populated by squatters who used the island for sheep and cattle ranching. The island was 
also used by smugglers who stashed their trade goods in caves along the island’s coast to avoid paying 
import taxes. Others, such as Samuel Prentiss, came to Santa Catalina in search of gold and fortune. 
Stories have it that Prentiss met a Santa Catalina Tongva chief at San Gabriel Mission who gave him the 
location of a Spanish treasure hidden under a tree. Having lost the map given to him, Prentiss did not 
know if the treasure was located in what is now known as Avalon or in what is now called Johnson’s 
Landing. Prentiss spent the rest of his life looking for the treasure (White and Tice 2002:21-25; Catalina 
Islander 1931).  

Thomas Robbins was the first private owner of Santa Catalina Island, having acquired title from Pio Pico, 
the last Mexican governor in 1846, on the eve of the United States invading California. Robbins was a 
naturalized Mexican who had performed various services for the government, and the land grant was 
payment for those services. Robbins established a small ranch on the island, but sold his stake to Jose 
Maria Covarrubias in 1850, two years after California became a United States territory. The Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended the U.S.-Mexican War in February 1848, guaranteed that the United 
States would honor land titles issued under Mexican rule as long as the deed holders could prove rightful 
ownership. A Land Commission was established to verify claims however the process often took years to 
complete. Robbins submitted his claim for Santa Catalina Island, but sold the island to Jose Maria 
Covarrubias in the intervening time. Although there were disputes regarding the Robbins claim, 
Covarrubias eventually received a patent for Santa Catalina Island. Over the next decade, title passed 
from Covarrubias to a number of different owners who focused on ranching and mining activities (White 
and Tice 2002). The area that is now known as Avalon has been known by a number of different names 
over the years. From 1826-1828 it was called “Sachem Bay”, possibly named for the Boston-based 
trading ship of the same name while from 1859-1880, it was known as “Johnston’s Landing," named after 
James C. Johnston not be mistaken with “Johnson's Landing”  located further north along the Catalina 
Island coast (Lidell 2012). 

Sometime after the end of the U.S.-Mexican War, German-born Augustus W. Timms raised goats and 
sheep on Santa Catalina Island and built a landing, which was soon referred to as Timms’ Landing and 
Avalon Bay as Timms’ Cove. He soon brought people over to swim and fish all day (see Figure 3-6; 
Sitton 2010:187). 

In 1863, Henry Hancock of the U.S. Army 4th California Infantry Regiment at Camp Drum in Wilmington 
was ordered to assess Catalina for its possible use as a union garrison (Pedersen 2003). In January of 
1864, a company of Union soldiers arrived and evicted all persons with questionable land claims. 
Although the Army claimed that the seizure of Santa Catalina Island was necessary to protect the western 
United State from sympathetic Confederate supporters, in fact the Island was being proposed a place to 
relocate the Klamath, Redwood, and trinity Indians from northern California (Robinson 1977). No 
reservation was ever established on the island, and the soldiers departed in September of the same year. 
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Figure 3-6 Fish Camp, Timms Landing, no date. Banning 
Family Collection of Photographs, Part I, photCL 451 
(45). Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Digital 
Image by Desiree Martinez. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During their visit to Santa Catalina from April 23-25, 1878, the United States Coast Survey recorded 
another name for Avalon Bay, Dakin Cove (see Figure Appendix B-1) (United Stated Coast Survey 
1885). It is unknown why the Survey chose to pick Dakin over Timms for the name of the cove. George 
Dakin had a house on Catalina, as identified by the notes of the 1876 survey (Brown 1904: 690); however 
other visitors to the island at that time, such as Paul Schumacher, referred to the area as Timms 
(Accession files for 76-16, Schumacher Santa Catalina Collection, Peabody Museum of Ethnology and 
Archaeology, Harvard University).  

James Lick purchased Santa Catalina Island for mining activities and removed squatters from the island. 
However with his mining venture proving to be unproductive, Lick tried to sell the island in 1872, but 
failed to find a buyer. Upon Lick’s death in 1876, the island was turned over to the Lick Trust, which was 
controlled by the University of California (Sitton 2010:188). In 1887 the Trust sold the island to George 
Shatto, who hoped to develop a resort. At the suggestion of his sister-in law, he renamed Timms Landing 
Avalon. Shatto finished building the Metropole Hotel in 1888 (Figure 3-7). On September 14 1889, lots 
became available in Avalon, with the first business lot sold to J. N. Cope on what is now the southeast 
corner of Crescent and Metropole Avenues (Liddell 2012a). Shatto continued to make improvements to 
Avalon including adding a new wing to the Metropole Hotel and erecting tents outside in 1889 (see 
Figure Appendix C-2 through C-7; Liddell 2012c). That same year, Frank P. Whittley cleared the “Indian 
Trail” directly behind the Metropole Hotel (which is now East Whittley), to the “Summit” so tourists and 
hunters who rented horses from him could more easily gain access to the interior (Liddell 2012c). 

Shatto’s dream of a prosperous resort town soon shattered when real estate sales took a downturn. In 
order to cover his mounting expenses, Shatto sold a large portion of the island to the International Mining 
Syndicate of Birmingham, England. However, within a few years, the Syndicate defaulted (Sitton 
2010:188). Unable to make his mortgage payments, Shatto also defaulted and Santa Catalina reverted 
back to the Lick Trust in 1892 (White and Tice 2002:26). 
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Figure 3-7 Overview of Avalon facing South, Metropole Hotel center right, Steamer pier center left, 1887-1888. 
Pedersen (2006:11) states that the Ferndale ship is shown while Overholt (1962:2) states it’s the Falcon and dates 
the photo 1888. This same photo is in the Huntington Library and dates the photo to 1887. 

Brothers William, Joseph, and Hancock Banning, sons of Phineas Banning, a well-known businessman 
and developer of the Port of Los Angeles and the Los Angeles & San Pedro Railroad, bought Santa 
Catalina from Shatto later that year. The Bannings already had a strong connection to Catalina. Since 
1884, they had been providing transportation to the Santa Catalina Island through their company, the 
Wilmington Transportation Company (WTC). Shatto had given the WTC exclusive rights to use his 
wharf (Sitton 2010:189; Liddell 2012, White and Tice 2002:30).   

Immediately after their purchase, the Banning brothers continued where Shatto had left off, with much of 
the development of Avalon occurring during their tenure (Pedersen 2004). The Metropole Hotel was 
repaired and enlarged, with other accommodations and amenities being built by outsiders. The streets and 
water and sewage systems were also improved, with fences built around the town in order to keep animals 
out (Sitton 2010:190). The Santa Catalina Island Company was incorporated in 1894 in order to “carry on 
the general hotel and restaurant business and related operations” (Sitton 2010:197). Lots were leased, 
instead of sold, so that the Bannings would retain better control over the island. The Bannings intended to 
make their money from the steamer tickets sold to tourists for transportation to Santa Catalina Island 
(Sitton 2010:191). Once on the island, a number of activities were available to the visitor of Santa 
Catalina Island, including fishing, hunting, and hiking in the interior and dancing at the new Avalon 
Pavilion, to name a few. 

The Bannings also used the natural resources on Catalina for their benefit. They supplied rock for the 
breakwater at San Pedro in 1893 and quarried soapstone, called Serpentine Marble or Catalina Marble, 
which was used on the exteriors of a number buildings in downtown Los Angeles (Sitton 2010:199). The 
stagecoach road from Avalon to the Isthmus was completed in 1898 and extended to the middle of the 
west end of the island the following year (White and Tice 1997). The Bannings continued to lease land 
for cattle and sheep grazing, which proved unprofitable, and managed a successful wool business (Sitton 
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2010:200). In 1909, the Bannings built the Pleasure Pier (now known as the Green Pier), and deeded it to 
the Freeholders Improvement Association, a group created to help resolve conflicts between the Santa 
Catalina Island Company and the Avalon citizenry (see Figure Appendix C-16; Sitton 2010:220). The 
City of Avalon was incorporated, after a referendum, in 1913, much to the chagrin of the Bannings. 

On November 29, 1915, a fire swept through Avalon at 3:30 am, burning half of the town’s buildings to 
the ground, including the Metropole Hotel (see Figure3-8, Figure Appendix C-17 & C-18; Sitton 
2010:224; White and Tice 2002:42). The fire was devastating. The 1916 season profits were at an all-time 
low, since many of Avalon’s amenities had not been replaced. The Bannings constructed and opened the 
St. Catherine Hotel in Descanso Canyon in 1918; however this did not prevent another unprofitable year 
for the Bannings (Sitton 2010:227). 

 

 

Figure 3-8 Looking Down Metropole Ave. Toward the Bay, 1915. Metropole Chimneys on left, Aquarium Building 
on right. Banning Family Collection of Photographs, Part I PhotCL 180 (490). Huntington Library, Digital Image by 

Desiree Martinez. 

 

In 1919, the Banning brothers sold Santa Catalina Island, the Santa Catalina Island Company (SCIC), and 
the Wilmington Transportation Company, to William Wrigley Jr., of chewing gum fame and owner of the 
Chicago Cubs, David Blankenhorn, President of the Wilmington Transportation Company, and Robert 
Hunter (Pedersen 2004:60; Sitton 228; White and Tice 2002: 51-52). By the end of the year however, 
Wrigley was sole owner of the island and the SCIC and he soon began to focus on improving Avalon’s 
infrastructure. The City of Avalon bought the utilities from the Wilmington Transportation Company in 
1919 (Railroad Commission of the State of California 1920). Almost at once Wrigley, under the 
auspicious of the Santa Catalina Island Company, helped the city of Avalon, through loans, to expand its 
utilities (electricity, gas, sewage, and salt and fresh water) including bringing water from the Middle 
Ranch watershed into Avalon (Hammer 1969:23; Lippencott 1923). 
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Under Wrigley’s tenure, Avalon continued to grow. Started in 1919 and finished in 1922, Wrigley built 
Mt. Ada home, his vacation home overlooking Avalon. In 1920, Wrigley constructed a small metal casino 
building at the north edge of Avalon Bay, which was eventually enlarged and opened May 29, 1929 
(Pederson 2004:84-85). Wrigley built a baseball field to be used for spring training for his Chicago cubs. 
In 1932, William Wrigley, Jr. died and his son Philip Wrigley took over the SCIC.  

With the onset of World War II, tourism came to a complete halt as Catalina Island became a military 
training facility. Mock raids by the Office of Strategic Services, the predecessor to the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA), were conducted on Avalon beach (Garrova 2013). After the war, Catalina 
Island resumed its role as a tourist resort. The construction of the Airport in the Sky, located 10 miles 
from Avalon, was completed after the war, in 1946. It was initially reserved for the Santa Catalina 
Company’s business exclusively, but it was opened to the public in 1959. In 1974, Philip Wrigley created 
the non-profit Catalina Island Conservancy and transferred over 42,000 acres of land. Today 88 percent of 
the island is owned by the Catalina Island Conservancy, 11 percent is owned by the Santa Catalina Island 
Company (SCICo.; including property in Avalon) with the remaining 1 percent being privately-owned 
parcels located in Avalon. 
 
Table 3-5 Historic Timeline of Santa Catalina Island as it Relates to the Development of Avalon (Based on 
http://www.visitcatalinaisland.com/island-company/historical-information) 

 
1894 Santa Catalina Island Company (SCICo.) incorporated by the Banning Brothers 

Golf course expanded to 9 holes 
William Banning named President of SCICo. 

1899 Aquarium built by Bannings near present site of Antonio’s Cabaret 
1902 Electrical generation system installed 

SCICo. assumes operation of tent housing franchise 
1904 Stage road from Avalon to Isthmus completed 
1906 Avalon land sales by Bannings - include flats and eastern terrace lots 
1908 Pleasure Pier built 
1909 Avalon Freeholders Improvement Association formed, given title to Pleasure Pier 
1913 City of Avalon incorporated 
1914 Bond issue to raise funds for City to buy utility system from SCICo. fails 
1915 Fire devastated one-third of Avalon 
1918 Hotel St. Catherine opens for summer season 
1919 Bannings sell SCICo. to group including William Wrigley Jr.; Wrigley then acquires majority 
1920 Hotel Atwater built 
1921 Dance Pavilion built at Sugar Loaf 

Ball Park built for Cubs Spring Training 
1923  Mining operations begin at Blackjack and other locations on the island 
1924  Thompson Reservoir built 
1925  Chimes Tower built 
1927  Mining operations halted 

Catalina Pottery and Tile operations begin 
1928 Pebbly Beach Road from Crescent Avenue to site of present Cabrillo Mole deeded to City  
1929 D.M. Renton completes construction of Catalina Casino 
1932 William Wrigley, Jr. dies and Philip Wrigley named President 
1935 “Early California Spanish” theme restoration work begins in Avalon 
1937 SCICo. exits tile and pottery business 
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1942-5 World War II - Catalina converted to military training base and closed to visitors. The OSS 
Maritime Service was based in Avalon. 

1953 Assistance provided in formation of, and providing home for, Catalina Island Museum Society 
1962 Southern California Edison acquired water, electricity and gas utilities 
1966 Hotel St. Catherine demolished 
1967 Cabrillo Mole shore area and Avalon Cemetery given to City 
1969  Steamer Pier demolished 
1972 Catalina Island Conservancy formed 
1973 SCICo. and Southern California Edison involved in early studies into seawater desalination 

viability for Santa Catalina Island 
1975 Shares of the SCICo. given to Conservancy resulting in 86% of land area of Catalina to be 

preserved and protected in perpetuity. 
SCICo. grants four ocean front parcels to City of Avalon 

1983 Part of the Terminal Building was destroyed by fire, rebuilt, and reopened as Busy Bee and 
Armstrong’s Seafood restaurants 

1988  Second phase of Terminal Building reconstruction project completed, Antonio’s Cabaret, 
Catalina Gear and Big Olaf’s open 

Utilities within the Project Area 

The exact date of when utilities were first installed underground within Avalon is unknown. By 1919, 
some utilities has already been installed (Railroad Commission of the State of California 1920) and with 
the City of Avalon’s ownership they were expanded including bringing water from the Middle Ranch 
watershed into Avalon (Hammer 1969:23; Lippencott 1923). Sometime between 1921 and 1960, based on 
historic photographs, roads start to become paved. 

 
Prior to 1954, the Santa Catalina Island Company was responsible for the utilities on the island. Based on 
unreferenced information gathered by Strudwick (2007), the Avalon Public Service Company (APSCO) 
took over the electric, gas, and freshwater distribution systems within the city of Avalon with the Santa 
Catalina Island Company retaining those systems outside the city limits. In 1962, Southern California 
Edison acquired the water, electricity, and gas utilities for Santa Catalina Island (Meyers 1983:206). 
Unfortunately, no records have been located within the SCE archives that discuss SCE work that may 
occurred within the project area. However, based on news articles dated to 1963, some of the saltwater 
metal pipes were replaced and human remains and other artifacts were found (see Figure Appendix C-22 
& Appendix C-23; Anonymous 1963). 

Previous Investigations  
A number of Santa Catalina Island research expeditions have occurred during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries and a few of the earliest and/or most extensive will be detailed below (see 
Wlodarski 1982 for a complete list of previous investigations up until 1980). The first documented visit to 
Santa Catalina for research purposes was by naturalist William Dall, who journeyed with the United 
States Coast Survey to collect natural resource specimens along the Pacific Coast from 1873-1874 
(Smithsonian 2011). Dall returned with a number of Santa Catalina Island artifacts and presented them to 
the United States National Museum, now the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History (House 
of Representatives 1877, 533).  

The next major researcher to Santa Catalina was Paul Schumacher who, under contract with the United 
States National Museum and the Harvard Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, joined the 

DRAFT

Martinez, D. et al 2015 Draft Chapter 3: Cultural Setting. From the Metropole Vault Replacement Project Report. Prepared for Southern California Edison. 

DO NOT CITE WITHOUT AUTHOR'S PERMISSION



Cultural Setting 

3-6 

Expedition for Explorations West of the One Hundredth Meridian to collect artifacts from California’s 
Channel Islands and the southern California mainland. Schumacher made a number of visits to Santa 
Catalina Island over a span of five years (1875-1879) in order to document Catalina’s soapstone quarries 
and native plants. Upon Schumacher’s return, his collections were divided between the Harvard Peabody 
Museum and United States National Museum (Schumacher 1877, 1878, 1879). 

Dr. Frank M. Palmer, a dentist and colleague of Schumacher, who gathered items from Santa Catalina 
from 1877-1895 (McCawley 1996:19; Anonymous 1893, 1895). His collection, which was once 
displayed at the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce and now are part of the Autry National Center’s 
Southwest Museum Collections, were said to be one of the largest from Santa Catalina. William Henry 
Holmes, head curator of anthropology of the United States National Museum, visited Santa Catalina 
Island and other California locales in 1898 (Smithsonian 1903:29).  

Charles Fredrick Holder, a naturalist and founder of the Tuna Club in Avalon, was also a collector of 
artifacts who observed the archaeological site in Avalon. Holder (1910:27) stated,  

When I first visited the island of Santa Catalina, the vicinity of the Hotel Metropole was 
represented by a spot so black that it could be seen a long way offshore. When a trench 
is dug in any part of Avalon to-day, especially along the north beach, shells, 
implements, and ancient human bones are often found, and the black earth crops out, 
telling the story of one of the most interesting ancient archaeological treasure-houses 
in America. 

The last major collector of Santa Catalina Island antiquities was Ralph Glidden. Glidden, a Catalina 
Island resident, initially worked with Captain A. B. Chappell, another early relic hunter, to explore San 
Nicolas Island in 1915 (Wlodarski 1978). George Heye, director of the Museum of the American Indian, 
hired Glidden over Chappell, to assemble a collection of Channel Islands artifacts for his museum 
(Wlodarski 1982, 8). Glidden collected for Heye mainly on Santa Catalina, San Nicolas, and San Miguel 
Islands between 1919 and 1923. Glidden’s photographs and journals show and describe the removal of 
hundreds of burials and thousands of objects from all the islands he visited (Catalina Island Museum, 
Glidden Papers). Heye ended their relationship in 1923 when he realized Glidden was selling objects to 
other collectors and publicizing his findings at the expense of his benefactor (Martinez et al. 2014).  

In 1924, Glidden opened the Museum of the American Indian of the Channel Islands in Avalon using 
human remains and cultural material that he had not sent to Heye or to the Field Museum in Chicago (per 
agreement he had with William Wrigley) (Martinez et al. 2014). Although Glidden’s museum was a local 
attraction for many years, it closed in 1950 and Glidden sold his collection to the Catalina Museum 
Society for $5,000 in 1962; it became the foundation for the Catalina Island Museum’s archaeological 
collections (Sahagun 2012). Other, smaller assemblages were amassed by individuals who lived and/or 
vacationed on Santa Catalina Island, such as Frederick Holder, George Schaffer, Louella Blanche Trask, 
and Arthur Sanger some of which were donated to various museums nationwide (Martinez et al. 2014).  

Although some of these collectors documented and/or published their results, detailed descriptions of 
their archaeological provenience were typically not recorded in detail. Instead, many objects are listed as 
being from locations such as Johnson’s Landing, Whitney’s Place, and Potts Valley. These vague 
descriptions of large swaths of land include a number of cultural activity areas. The UCLA 
Archaeological Survey (1950s - 1970s) was the first to apply a systematic and research-oriented approach 
to Santa Catalina Island (e.g., Meighan 1959; Finnerty et al. 1970). Environmental-compliance-driven 
archaeological work, as well as smaller research and field school projects, were completed from the 1970s 
to the present through the University of California, Riverside; California State University, Los Angeles; 
and California State University, Long Beach. These later projects, however, also resulted in imprecise 
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locational data and/or incomplete site characterizations as is evident by the hastily completed site records 
(Martinez et al. 2014). 

Previous Skeletal Analysis of Santa Catalina and the Southern Channel Islands 
Skeletal Remains 
 

Ethnicity and ancestry (i.e. “race”) are difficult to assess with precision in the human skeleton due to a 
variety of factors such as cultural modification, intermixture, and natural skeletal variation (Reichs 1986). 
Historically, the use of the cephalic index, the ratio of the maximum width of the head multiplied by 100 
and divided by its maximum length, was commonly used for comparing the skulls of one population to 
another. Researchers have also used post-cranial determinations such as stature, non-metric attributes, and 
genetic (i.e. MtDNA) traits to understand the ethnic origins of populations (Kerr and Hawley 2002; Kerr 
2004; Eshleman and Smith 2007; Johnson et al. 2012).  

One of the first investigations of skeletal material, particularly skulls, from southern California, including 
the Channel Islands, was made by Lucian Carr (1879, 1880). Using the Paul Schmaucher collections 
residing at the Harvard Peabody Museum and the Army Medical Museum (now the National Museum of 
Natural History), Carr argued that the skeletal material from Catalina and those from the mainland 
directly across from Santa Catalina were of different “races” (Carr 1879:291). His measurements showed 
that the population of the mainland are orthocelphic (or average length headed) while those on Santa 
Catalina Island are dolichocephalous (or “long headed”). 

Anthropologist Edward Winslow Gifford (1926 a, b) defined three California head “types” based on 
cranial morphology from living populations: the Yuki type (low-faced), the Californian type (high-faced) 
and Western Mono type (narrow-headed, narrow-nosed). Using measurements from the Schumacher 
archaeological skeletal collection at the Harvard Peabody, he describes a “Santa Catalina type” which is 
dolichocephalic and resembles the Great Basin type with their nearest living relatives in the Western 
Mono (Gifford 1926a:248, 252). 

More recent craniometrical analysis and non-metric skeletal traits of southern Channel Islanders has been 
performed by Titus (1987), Kerr (2004), Kerr and Hawley (2002), and Ezzo (2002). Titus (1987) 
identified at least two ethnic groups on San Clemente Island using skeletal data while Kerr (2002), using 
skeletal data, found two populations on the southern Channel Islands during the early and late time 
periods. Kerr and Hawley (2002: 552) didn’t find conclusive evidence of the presence of two distinct 
genetic populations on San Nicolas Island.  

However, mitochondrial DNA research by Eshleman and Smith (2007) offers direct evidence that 
supports a closer tie between ancient remains in Southern California and recent Takic language speakers, 
although Johnson et al. (2012) finds otherwise based on limited data from Santa Catalina. 

However, there are a number of problems with using craniometric data to document the movement and 
location of ethnic groups through time. In order to identify the ethnic background of human remains 
found during the Alameda Corridor Project, Gust (2005) gathered craniometric data from various sites 
with traditional Chumash and Gabrielino territories. Gust found the data indicate that long headed 
individuals, the trait that is supposed to signify Takic people, “are part of all populations sampled, 
including those from the northern Channel Islands. The data indicate that most of the southern California 
samples are dominated by medium headed people with variation in both directions”. Using an example 
from Larsen (1997:227), Gust argues that using cranial measurements is not the best way to identify 
ethnic background because cranial shape is highly plastic. Several studies have compared cranial shapes 
of immigrant parents again their new-country born adult children and have found pronounced differences. 
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Further, she argued that mastication also affects skull shape (Larsen 1997:227, 230-1). Humans eating 
softer foods (that require less mechanical loading to process) have rounder cranial vaults, less robust 
skulls, smaller faces and smaller teeth.  Human eating harder foods (and/or foods with hard particles) 
have longer cranial vaults, more robust skulls, larger faces and larger teeth. These factors can occur on 
both the individual and population levels thus mastication effects must be carefully considered and 
separated from possible temporal changes.  

As a result of these two issues, the consideration of head shape in order to identify ethnic populations 
within the archaeological is overly simplistic and outmoded.  Clearly, cranial metrics of human skull are 
continuous data with ample variation thus careful consideration of all factors that may contribute to 
variation and multivariate analysis of metric data are more appropriate analytic tools than simple 
categorization. 

More importantly, however, all of these studies use the historic linguistic labels and locations as a starting 
point in order to identify ethnic cultural groups in the archaeological record. However assigning these 
labels to pre-contact skeletal remains is methodologically incorrect bioarchaeology (Karaliouras 
2003:48). This assumes that biology and language move on the same trajectories. Karaliouras (2003:48) 
argues that this system of classification is based most broadly in two scientific trends: “1) A continual 
Enlightenment imperative to correlate language, nation, and culture, and 2) an early 20th century physical 
anthropology that had perpetuated a curiously individualistic analytic orientation, one that firmly placed 
an individual within a “race” before attempting any other meaningful statements about his or her 
morphological and cultural identity.” As a result archaeologists and bioarchaeologists should only posit 
such linkages when clear historical and material culture continuity is documented across the divide 
between pre-contact and colonial periods, which is clearly lacking in the case of Catalina Island. 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3-9 Boundary of CA-SCAI-29 
PLACEHOLDER 
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Previous Collections from Avalon 

The Metropole Vault Replacement Project is located with the boundaries of the previously documented 
archaeological site CA-SCAI-29, the only documented prehistoric site within the city limits. Also within 
the boundaries of CA-SCAI-29, as shown through the historical record, is the historic Metropole Hotel 
(Figure 3-9). Although no artifacts or ancestral remains have been previously reported as coming from 
SCE’s area of potential impact (API),  a number of remains and artifacts have been found within and 
adjacent to the current boundaries of CA-SCAI-29. Table 3-6 provides descriptions of the various 
artifacts and ancestral remains that have been found within Avalon. Gathered from historic newspaper 
accounts and museum accession files, many of the finds are identified as coming from or near the 
Metropole Hotel, thus possibly related to the items found during this Project.  

Only four known artifacts can be identified as coming from Avalon. According to the accession files at 
the National Museum of American Indian (NMAI), a large tubular serpentine pipe (Catalog number 
19/1614), a large steatite bowl (Catalog number 19/1615), and an oval steatite bowl (Catalog number 
19/1616) were found at the Metropole Hotel site in 1895 and purchased by the museum in 1936 (NMAI 
2009). The collector was not recorded in the records obtained by the author from the NMAI. King and 
Parsons (2014:62) argue that 19/1614 and 19/1615 are fakes made by Herman Strandt, a well-known 
Southern California archaeologist, based on manufacturing techniques. Koerper and Chase (1995) suggest 
that the fakes may have been made by Arthur Sanger or O.T. Littleton, forgers who were known create 
replicas and embellish real artifacts with beads and other decorative motifs. Whether Strandt knew Sanger 
and Littleton were making fakes and embellished artifacts is unknown.  

The fourth item from the NMAI collections and identified as being from the Metropole Hotel area is a 
small ceramic jar with human figure and snake in relief (Catalog number 100401). The jar was found in 
“1910 on Crescent Avenue, in front of post office while digging a trench for pipe;” the trench was three 
feet deep (NMAI 2009). In 1909, the Post Office was located approximately where the Blue Water 
restaurant is located today; approximately 150 feet to the southeast of the API (see Appendix B-2). The 
jar was from the collection of Harry Elms, a well-known boatman, postmaster, antiquities collector and 
owner of the Avalon Shell Store. This object was presented to the Museum of the American Indian 
(MAI), Heye Foundation in 1920 (NMAI 2009; Daily 2014). 

One of the earliest documented excavations near the API was performed by “Mexican” Joe Preciado, a 
local Islander who guided Paul Schumacher during his time on Santa Catalina Island in the late 1870’s. A 
newspaper account states that “Mexican Joe began to dig from the present Metropole Hotel site into what 
is now the street about where the swing stands, and the result was a bonanza to the scientist. At almost 
every shovelful some stone implement appeared” (Los Angeles Times 1889). Schumacher makes no 
mention of having collected items from Avalon in his publications nor do the museum accession files 
related to his collection identify items as having been excavated from near the Metropole Hotel. However, 
based on the Los Angeles Times article, it may be possible that some of the objects in his collections were 
obtained from excavations in Avalon (Schumacher 1977, 1978, 1979).  

Other items found identified from within or near the Metropole Hotel property include shell beads 
uncovered in the garden near the Metropole Piazza, a stone pot “ornamented with figures and rings” and 
other artifacts under the Miller and Dye Bakery across the street from the Metropole Hotel (Los Angeles 
Times 1899), human remains, a mortar, pestles, and a “platter” found during the 1910 expansion of the 
Metropole Hotel (Anonymous 1901) and two human skulls and artifacts found in 1902 when a sewer 
trench was dug across Crescent Ave. at Metropole Ave (Anonymous 1902).      

In 1935, while workers were planting trees along Crescent and on Metropole Avenues, various broken 
objects were found 3-4 feet beneath the ground surface, including donut stones, stone bowls, and pestles 
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as well as a skeleton of a “youth measuring 4! feet in height, the stone ceremonial rings about the skull” 
and further described as having concave or hollowed out teeth. Closer to the waterfront, obsidian 
arrowheads and spear points were found (Overholt 1935). It is not known what happened to these items, 
Ralph Glidden reportedly reviewed the finds and it is possible he took them and placed them in the 
Catalina Island Museum collections. 

As various utilities were upgraded in the project vicinity, artifacts and skeletal material continued to be 
found. In 1963 while replacing the saltwater lines, artifacts and human remains were found along 
Crescent Ave (See Figure Appendix C-21; anonymous 1963). Some of these items made their way into 
the collection of Sally Lopez, a fourth generation Catalina Islander, whose collection was donated after 
her death in 1985 to the Catalina Island Conservancy (see Figures Appendix C-22 & Appendix C-23). 
Although both of these finds were found along Crescent Ave, they are within the boundary of SCAI-29. 
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Table 3-6 Documented Archaeological Finds in Avalon, California 1879-2005 

 
Date Description of Find Location Details Reference 
~1879 Pestles and mortars Dug from the Metropole Hotel 

into the street where the swing 
now stands (in 1889), 
“Mexican” Joe and old Billy, 
working with Paul 
Schumacher.  

Los Angeles Times; Aug 25, 
1889; “Archaeological: 
Relics of the Oriental Races 
of Catalina.” 
 

1883, July Skull covered with abalone found 
as well as a bowl, “crusher”, and 
several charms.  
 

A camper found items. No 
exact location given but may 
be in Avalon. 

Los Angeles Daily Herald, 
Friday Morning July 27, 
1883. “Letter from Santa 
Catalina.” 

1889, 
August 24 

A small soapstone mortar with a 
human figure carved on it.  

Found during the excavation 
of a new building in Avalon, 
exact location not stated. 

Los Angeles Times; Aug 25, 
1889; “Archaeological: 
Relics of the Oriental Races 
of Catalina.” 

1889 Shell beads Found in garden near the 
Metropole Piazza, exact date 
found unknown. 

Los Angeles Times; Aug 25, 
1889; “Archaeological: 
Relics of the Oriental Races 
of Catalina.” 

1894, June 
27-29 

Skeletons, old gun, beads, and 
other artifacts. Abalone shells 
were placed around the skeletons. 
 

Found during the installation 
of a drain by the wharf in 
Avalon. 

Los Angeles Herald; June 30, 
1894; “Catalina: A Number 
of Indian Relics Found.” 

1895 Large tubular serpentine pipe, 
large steatite bowl and oval 
steatite bowl. 

Found at the Metropole Hotel 
site. 

In the collections of the 
National Museum of 
American Indian. Accession 
record states it found in 1895 
and was purchased in 1936.  

1899, 
March 28 

Various relics  Found during the excavation 
of the cellar for Miller A. Dye 
(on the corner of Crescent and 
Metropole Aves.) 

Los Angeles Times; Mar 29, 
1899; “Catalina Island: More 
Indian Relics Unearthed.” 
 

1899, 
March 28 

Shell  25 feet down on the golf 
course grounds by the 
Banning Company during the 
digging of a well. 

Los Angeles Times; Mar 29, 
1899; “Catalina Island: More 
Indian Relics Unearthed.” 

1901 
December 
21 

Human remains, mortar, pestles, 
and a “platter”. 
 

Found during the expansion of 
the Metropole Hotel. 

Corona Currier Dec. 21, 
1901“Relics of a Pre-historic 
Race.” 

1902, 
March 23 
 

Two skulls and artifacts. Found when a sewer trench 
was dug across Crescent Ave. 
at Metropole Ave. 

Los Angeles Times Mar 24, 
1902; “Santa Catalina Island: 
Skeletons Unearthed.” 

1903, May 
15 

Gravestone. 
 

Found in Avalon, exact 
location not stated. 

Los Angeles Times; May 16, 
1903; 
“Santa Catalina Island: 
Indian Gravestone Found.”  

1910 Small pottery jar with human 
figure and snake in relief. 

Found on Crescent Avenue, in 
front of post office while 
digging a trench for pipe. 

In the collections of the 
National Museum of 
American Indian.  

1917-1923 Various digs in Avalon To be filled in at a later time See Wlodarski 1982. As 
reported in the Catalina 
Islander Newspaper. 
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Date Description of Find Location Details Reference 
1926 Small soapstone canoe. 

 
Found during excavation for 
the new business block on 
Crescent and Sumner 
Avenues, found 9 feet deep. 
Also states that the architect 
was to sunk a niche into the 
sea-front wall as a permanent 
repository for the canoe. Exact 
date found not stated. 

Catalina Islander, Feb. 3, 
1926 page 10; “Interesting 
Curio Found While 
Excavating” 

1933, Oct. 
11 

Large pestle  
 

Found while clearing the site 
for the Wrigley Memorial. 

Catalina Islander Oct. 11, 
1933 Page 7; “Social and 
Personal” 

1935 
 

A stone bowl with beads along 
the rim with ashpaltum, steatite 
pestle, doughnut stones, human 
remains, obsidian arrowheads and 
spear points. 
 

Found while digging holes for 
trees on the new Avenida La 
Crescenta and on Metropole 
Ave.; three to four feet deep. 
Exact date found unknown. 

Catalina Islander April 18, 
1935 Page 6; “Ancient 
Artifacts Found When 
Digging Tree Holes.” 

1963, 
March 6 

Human remains, and many 
artifacts including stone bowls, 
pestles and beads 

Found while digging the new 
salt water trench along 
Crescent Avenue. 

Catalina Islander, March 12, 
1963 Page 1 photo. Also see 
photo Appendix C-?. Note on 
a copy of newspaper in the 
Catalina Island Museum 
Archives has March 6, 1963 
written on it as the date the 
photo was taken. 

1963, April 
23 

Shell and glass beads. Laminated note with bead 
“necklace” states that it was 
excavated from Avalon on 
April 23, 1963. 

Catalina Island Conservancy 
Sally Lopez Collection, 
Catalog number 
2008.00.037A.  

1983 Stone bowl  Washed up on Avalon Beach 
after the storms of 1983. 

Tom Cushing, personal 
communication 2008 

1995-2002 Various artifacts and human 
remains found 

All over Avalon, Little Vons, 
patio area of the Pavilion 
Hotel, Bird Park, etc. (Table to 
be updated at a later time) 

Oral histories collected from 
Cindi Alvitre by the D. 
Martinez for the Pimu 
Catalina Island Archaeology 
Project. 

2005, April Human remains (cranium and jaw 
fragment), and artifacts (ground 
stone and bowl fragment) 

Found during foundation 
construction at the Catalina 
Yamaha Golf Cars 117 
Claressa Ave. Remains 
reburied at location, artifacts 
on display in front of store. 

2005 Year in Review. 
Catalina Islander, Dec. 30, 
2005 Page 6 column 2 

2012 Soapstone bowl with shell beads 
adhered along the rim with 
asphaltum 

Found during foundation 
renovation of a house on the 
southern end of Sumner Ave. 

Desiree Martinez viewed and 
took photographs in 2012. 
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