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An ancient story unfolding
Submerged mortars, evidence of bean clam feasts, pine nut roasting 
hearths, and more … The finds are exciting, the scholarship and 
preservation efforts even more so
By Patricia Masters

Fall 2007

Most visitors to California State Parks 
come to experience the natural beauty 
and biota that the parks protect. They 

are sometimes surprised to learn that—right up 
there with plants and animals—it is CSP’s mis-
sion to protect and preserve its cultural resources 
as well. 

In the case of Old Town or the San Pasqual 
Battlefield, the historical record tells the signifi-
cance of the localities. In the case of Torrey Pines 
State Reserve, the record is “written” in stone, 
bone, shell, and charcoal. Buried beneath the soil 
and even submerged by the ocean, the materi-
als left behind by ancient people extend back in 
time almost 10,000 years. This archive of cultural 
remains tells the story of their hunting, fishing, 
food preparation, tool-making, trade networks, 
and settlement patterns. 

Through the efforts of archaeologists, 
this ancient story is unfolding and, 
in combination with the written 
record from European contact 
and the oral traditions of the 
Kumeyaay people, will flesh 
out the cultural history of the 
Reserve.
How archaeology is done
Technology plays an ever-larger 
role in the practice of archaeology. 
Surface surveys still involve walking 
transects, but hand-held GPS devices are 
now used to accurately record the coordinates of 
artifacts and site boundaries. Mapping software 
permits multi-layered visualization of sites and 
features. Testing of site depth and boundaries 

can be done with trowels, shovels, screens, and 
coring tools, or “ground-penetrating radar” and 
aerial infrared photography can be employed. 
Controlled excavations within standard 1x1 
meter units carefully uncover successively lower 
levels. All artifacts are mapped, labeled, and 
prepared for analysis in the lab. Organic remains 
such as wood, charcoal, shell, and bone are dated 
with radiocarbon measurements. Many types of 
chemical analyses look for soil phosphates, trace 
elements in obsidian, blood residues on stone 
tools, and stable isotopes in bone. Food debris is 
identified by species, counted, and weighed. Like 
a detective, all the skills of the archaeologist are 
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An underwater  
artifact, this cobble mortar is similar to hundreds of  

mortars found in kelp beds and rocky reefs off the San 
Diego coast. Several have been discovered offshore of the 
Reserve. Were they used in prehistoric fishing activities?



President’s Message
Ten thousand years of stewardship

In this issue we take a journey through 
time. Our guide will be an archive of daily 
life left behind by people who lived in and 

around the Reserve over the past 10,000 years. 
This record of the Kumeyaay and their ances-
tors, of course, has no written words, yet we 
can learn the patterns of human livelihood by 
examining traces of their hunting, gathering, 
and fishing activities. 

In our hectic modern world, we tend to 
mark time by the speed of the electron. If 
our email inbox doesn’t open immediately or 
a traffic light seems to stall on red, we fume 
with impatience. Can we even imagine a 
world where time is measured by phases of the 
moon and the five seasons? (Yes, five because 
the Kumeyaay recognized the acorn harvest-
ing season in addition to 
spring, summer, fall, and 
winter.)

One of the curative pow-
ers of the Reserve is its 
steady reminder of endur-
ance and timelessness. As 
we hike these trails, we step 
out of our rushed lives and 
experience Nature’s pace. 
This last remaining stand of 
Torrey pines on the main-
land coast is a symbol of 
quiet tenacity—bent, warped, but still vital. 
When early Spanish navigators named these 
bluffs Punta de los Arboles, they acknowledged 
the pines as an unusual landmark along the 
otherwise treeless southern coast. The trees’ 
rarity inspired preservation efforts in the late 
1800s that culminated in State Reserve desig-
nation in 1959.

But stewardship of these groves actually 
spans 100 centuries—because humans have 
been part of the ecology all that time. Just a 
few generations ago, the Kumeyaay lived here 
attuned to the natural cycles of plants and 
game. They took care to tread lightly on the 
land because they relied on regeneration for 
future seasons. Like their ancestors, they col-
lected shellfish, gathered seeds, hunted rabbits, 
deer, and even sea mammals, fished the lagoon 

and reefs, harvest-
ed pine nuts, and 
built large roast-
ing hearths among 
the groves.

That the stands 
of pines survived 
100 centuries of 
human harvesting 
speaks of a dynamic balance between human 
needs and sound stewardship.

The paleo-environmental record gives us 
both hope and perspective. The pines survived 
the prolonged warm, dry climate of 8000 to 
5000 years ago and the 200-year droughts of 
the last millennia. As Darren Smith, our State 
Park Environmental Scientist, points out, the 

Torreys have the ability 
to grow where no other 
tree can compete. It would 
be so interesting to know 
the husbandry techniques 
of the Kumeyaay arborists 
and their ancestors of the 
previous 8000 years. They 
probably relied on harvest-
ing, burning, and reseed-
ing. It is our loss that we 
will never know the ancient 
strategies of stewardship—

only that they succeeded. The coastal people 
were displaced early in the Spanish occupa-
tion, and their knowledge and skills must 
be inferred from the archaeology and a few 
ethnographic statements.

Millennia of successful co-existence with 
this rare coastal woodland should be acknowl-
edged. And that is the goal of this Journal. You 
will have the chance to learn more at the TPA 
symposium on December 1st when we host 
“10,000 Years at Torrey Pines State Reserve: 
The Land, the Sea, and the People.” The event 
is co-sponsored by California State Parks. 
Additional information is available on our 
web site, www.torreypines.org, and on page 3. 
I hope we will see you there for another walk 
through time.  A

—Patricia Masters
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“It is our loss that 
we will never know 

the ancient strategies 
of stewardship – only 
that they succeeded.”

Printed on paper that contains 100% 
post-consumer recycled fibers.



10,000 Years at Torrey Pines State Reserve:  
the Land, the Sea, and the People
A Symposium Sponsored by the Torrey Pines  
Association and California State Parks

Please join us for a lively update on cur-
rent understanding of the human ecology in  
telling the special story of this beautiful and unique 

landscape.
Torrey Pines State Reserve includes a diversity of habi-

tats–riparian, lagoon, marine, and coastal bluffs with their 
groves of rare pines–that have attracted human settlement 
for nearly 10,000 years. Archaeologists and ecologists will 
discuss their investigations of how early people made their 

living around the Reserve area. A spe-
cial focus will be the roles of both marine 
and terrestrial resources in sus-
taining the human inhabitants 
over the millennia. 

Please visit www.torreypines.
org for details. Free and open 
to the public.  A

�

Profile of a state parks archaeologist

It was one of those Indiana Jones moments…deal with 
poisonous vipers rattling furiously in the brush or face the 
Maoist guerrillas of Peru’s Shining Path? The intrepid young 

archaeologist opted to devote her skills to California’s prehistoric 
heritage…and its ubiquitous rattlesnakes.

San Diegan Marla Mealey found her calling at the University 
of California, Santa Barbara, while studying Meso-american and 
Peruvian archaeology. But in 1990 Peru’s political instability 
rerouted her career back to San Diego where she joined a large 
archaeological consulting firm. Her experience with the private 
sector, however, left her frustrated and stressed. In 1993 Marla 
landed a position with California State Parks (CSP) as a seasonal 
archaeologist working with the Southern Service Center.

Since 1993, the Service Centers have provided expertise to the 
State Parks’ Districts, such as our own San Diego Coast District. 
Designed to handle large projects and longer-term efforts, the 

staffs of the Service Centers 
include engineers, archi-
tects, accountants, biolo-
gists, and historians as well 
as archaeologists. 

CSP proved to be a good 
match for Marla’s inter-
ests. She enjoys hiking and 
camping and relishes the 
large expanses of open space 
under State Parks’ jurisdic-
tion. Marla’s favorite job-
related activity is surveying 
and recording sites, and she 

was one of the first to introduce 
GPS know-how to State Parks. 
Global Positioning System 
technology has revolutionized 
the practice of field archaeol-
ogy by delivering unprecedent-
ed accuracy in recording sites. 
Marla notes, “we can’t manage, 
protect, and interpret unless we 
know what we have!”

Marla and the other specialists in the Southern Service Center 
have a wide number of parks in their service area—from Santa 
Barbara County to San Diego County and east to the Arizona 
border. In her current role as an Associate State Archaeologist, 
Marla works in such diverse environments as Mount San Jacinto 
State Wilderness, Providence Mountains State Recreational 
Area, Carpinteria State Beach, Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, 
and La Purísima Mission State Historic Park near Lompoc. A 
typical week will see her handling between five and eight projects 
for State Parks throughout southern California. Marla also trains 
and coordinates seasonal archaeologists in lab analysis, GPS site 
recordation, and site record writing. When a State Park has trail 
repairs, facilities construction, or any activity that potentially 
involves a cultural site, Marla is on call.

It’s a huge responsibility and an immense territory. When 
asked why she prefers to work for California State Parks, Marla 
replied, “I truly appreciate the preservation ethic of State Parks. 
I can help preserve these sites, not watch as they are bulldozed to 
make way for development.”  A

Saturday, December 1, 2007
8:30 am – 12:30 pm

Sumner Auditorium
Scripps Institution of Oceanography, 

La Jolla, California
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An ancient story unfolding
continued from page 1

required to weave together this array of evidence 
and reconstruct the human history and function 
of the site.
What archaeology tells us  
about the Reserve
The coastal woodlands and maritime chaparral of 
the upper Reserve conceal a number of sites with 
extensive cobble hearth features. The fire-frac-
tured rock is testimony to repeated episodes when 
ancient people gathered to roast some food staple. 
State Park Archaeologist Marla Mealey has exca-
vated several of these sites, and she still is looking 
for the answer to the question, “What ARE those 
hearths?” At two localities, she has uncovered soil 
moulds that are the right size for pine nut shells. 

Scott Mattingly, a graduate student working 
last year with Professor Lynn Gamble of San 
Diego State University, mapped and exca-
vated two hearth features in the Extension. 
Although similar burned rock features were 
used to process agave or yucca, neither of 
these species is associated with the hearths in 
the Reserve. Since the hearths are three times 
more concentrated in Torrey pine stands 
than in any other vegetation community in 
the Reserve, he hypothesized that 
the hearths were processing sites 
where pine nuts were gathered, 
roasted, and then taken to near-
by village sites for consumption 
or storage.

At other sites, marine shell refuse tells us that 
early people were making good use of lagoon 
and shore environments. They dined on scal-
lops, clams, oysters, mussels, and marine snails. 
Late Period inhabitants also collected bean clams 
(Donax gouldii) from the sand beach. Perhaps the 
introduction of pottery around a thousand years 
ago made bean clam stew a favorite meal during 
Donax blooms.

Marine foods in the prehistoric diet also includ-
ed fish and sea mammals. A large village site in 
the Sorrento Valley arm of the lagoon contains 
hundreds of fish otoliths (small ivory-like bones 
from the inner ear) that can be identified for each 
species of fish. Based on the types of fish otoliths 
found at the village of Ystagua, the people who 
lived there 1000-3000 years ago apparently built 
canoes and fished in the reefs and kelp beds off 
shore as well as in the lagoon.

TPA wish list:
CPAs, people with business 
or finance experience, or 
environmental engineers 
interested in volunteering a 
little time for the benefit of 
Torrey Pines State Reserve.
Please contact 
TPApresident@san.rr.com

A finely worked point  
from the Reserve

Fish hooks likely to be found in an ancient tackle box  
include the bi-point bone gorges (above), compound fish hook (left), 
and abalone “blanks” used in making circular fish hooks
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Other evidence that the ancient people of the 
Reserve fished and hunted in nearshore water 
comes from artifacts found in submerged reefs. 
Sport divers have reported finding small cobble 
mortars in water depths of 3-5 meters off the 
State Beach. This artifact is indistinguishable 
from other underwater mortars discovered off La 
Jolla, Solana Beach, and even as far north as Santa 
Barbara. Manufactured on water-worn cobbles, 
these artifacts are found in the kelp beds, shal-
low rocky reefs, and the heads of the submarine 
canyons. This type of grinding tool first appeared 
6000 years ago north of Santa Barbara, but 
unfortunately no underwater context has been 
dated as yet. Their association with rich fishing 
localities in nearshore waters leads archaeologists 
to suspect that they played some role in fishing 
activities, perhaps for grinding chum or weight-
ing fish traps.

Shellfish, deer, small mammals, pine nuts, 
fish—altogether a well-rounded, protein-rich 
cuisine for the ancient people of the Reserve. 
According to Kumeyaay tradition, the coast was 
their winter home. With the loss of coastal areas 
to the Spanish, the Kumeyaay were forced to stay 
in their mountain areas year-round, and a vital 
link to their coastal heritage was severed.
And questions still to answer
Are the hearth features part of a pine nut process-
ing “industry” centered on the remnant Torrey 
woodland? Can radiocarbon dates on the hearths 
tell us more about the ecology of the pines them-

selves? Village sites and camp sites—how many 
people could this territory support on a year-
round basis? What portion of their diet came 
from the sea? Did the diets change over time? 
What role did climate changes over the past 
10,000 years play in the environment of 
the Reserve and its human ecology?
What the future holds
The antiquity of the cultural deposits 
here in the Reserve lends a long-term, 
deep-time perspective to our mod-
ern tempo and expectations. When 
winter rains cause heavy erosion and 
wash out trails, the first impulse is 
to quickly repair and open them 
again. However, when those trails 
and wash-outs intersect with a prehis-
toric or historic site, it is important to 
remember that some resources cannot be 
replaced. A trail can be rebuilt given time, but 
an ancient camp site or roasting hearth is gone 
forever if measures are not taken to protect it. 

The most immediate challenge to protect-
ing prehistoric sites in the Reserve is erosion; 
sometimes caused by rainy weather, more often 
by people. Off-trail impacts are usually due to 
runners, dogs, or people simply wandering off 
marked trails. Remember: only you can prevent 
this damage.

Protection and preservation of cultural sites 
takes money, and funding is always in short 
supply. Part of Marla’s job is to plan around 
that obstacle. Following the erosive 
storms of 2004-05, she and other CSP 
archaeologists in Sacramento applied for 
and received $150,000 for local proj-
ects from CSP’s Resource Management 
Program. She directed $95,000 of that 
total into the Reserve for testing of two 
sites and monitoring activities that sup-
ported Brian Gaudet’s repair efforts on 
the Beach and North Fork trails. In addi-
tion, Sacramento cultural monies funded 
a geotechnical study of the cliff ero-
sion below the Lodge patio, the gabions 
(stream bed stabilizers) in the Extension, 
and the Beach Trail access.

Future planning efforts will focus on a 
cultural resources management plan for 
the Reserve and disaster preparedness. 
An archaeologist’s job is never done, 
but preserving the Reserve’s heritage for 
future generations and future research is 
the reward in itself.  A

This net weight is made from a 
granitic cobble by pecking a groove 

around its circumference. Cord tied 
it to nets or other fishing equipment

A large hearth area with fire-cracked rock and 
charcoal. Pollen analyses indicate Ceanothus 
branches were burned to create a hot fire for 

heating the rock oven
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What you can do to help
If you think you have discovered an ancient 
artifact, or noted erosion through an 
archaeological site, please do not disturb 
or remove anything from the area. Do notify 
a Ranger, Park Aide, or Docent and they will 
contact one of the Park’s archaeologists. 
You can take photos of artifacts and sites, 
but take care in showing others where 
these resources are located. Archaeological 
sites are non-renewable resources. Once 
they are gone, they are gone forever. Help 
safeguard this precious heritage for your 
children and their children. 

Torrey Pine nuts and cones
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What a dramatic week!
World-class plein air painters hit the trails to create  
a trove of masterpieces and benefit the Endowment

They came from California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Washington: talented 
(and very well-known) plein air artists, lugging their tripod-legged paint-box 
easels and oil paints, and looking at the world through practiced artistic eyes. 

Invited by The Lodge at Torrey Pines to the first Torrey Pines Plein Air International, 
they settled in for four days of Craftsman-Era luxury accommodations and three 
straight days of creativity.

Thursday they were out on the trails and the beach, watching the light, feeling the 
breeze sometimes turn their canvases into sails, and welcoming visitors who wanted 
to look over their shoulders. By Saturday, something extraordinary had happened. 

Daryl Millard’s atmospheric paintings captured the changing light

On the last day, Scott Prior of 
Oceanside enthralled visitors with 
this sun-dappled rendition of the 
Lodge entrance Hmmm, how flat is Flat Rock? Mark 

Fehlman explores an angle from the cliff edge
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Thousands of Reserve visitors had seen our precious landscape interpreted, truly, as a thing of beauty…
forever. Some artists had completed ten canvases!

Despite a lower turnout than hoped, the attendees enjoyed a sumptuous picnic buffet catered by The 
Lodge at Torrey Pines using earth-friendly service wear provided by The Paper Company as well as 
the Fair Trade coffee service donated by Black and White Organics. Eclectic jazz enlivened the festival 
courtesy of Peter and Tripp Sprague and the guitar duo, Paper Moon.

Finished paintings were sold at a silent and live auc-
tion at Saturday night’s gala, and during the 

hotel’s Celebrate The Craft culinary event 
on Sunday. In all, $59,525 was raised for 
the event’s beneficiary, the Torrey Pines 
Reserve Endowment Fund. Special rec-
ognition and thanks are in order to the 

event’s main organizer and spon-
sor, The Lodge at Torrey 
Pines, in partnership with 
California State Parks, 
the Torrey Pines Docent 
Society, and Torrey 
Pines Association...and 
particularly the many 
Docent volunteers and 
Parks’ staff who made 
this entire event such a 
success.  A
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State Park District 
Superintendent Ronilee 
Clark and husband 
Brian Arnold greet  
artist Ned Mueller

Former TPA board member Courtney Coyle with family 
Steve McDonald and Allie enjoy lunch—just before a brief 
downpour that cleared the lunch party on Saturday

Artist Jim Wodark poses with his winning 
entry for the Maurice Braun Award of  
$3,000. TPA also awarded Jim a Life
Membership to keep him painting in the 
Reserve

State Park Historian Victor Walsh (arms folded) is introduced by Pat 
Masters at the TPA Life Members’ event. His talk on the Reserve’s early 
plein air artists and their patrons reminded us of the traditional and 
continuing link between our special landscape and the arts

Water spouts! A row of thread-like 
mini-tornadoes marched up the coastline 

Saturday, kicking up wisps of water H
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The Torrey Pines Association was founded 
in 1950 to encourage public interest in, 
and support for, the preservation of the rare 
Torrey pine trees and their scenic refuge.
Since then it has played an active role in:

•   achieving State Reserve/Preserve status
•   assisting in the acquisition of additional 

acres of native trees
•   funding educational exhibits
•   publishing informational and educational 

materials
•   managing memorial funds
•   renovating the Fleming house for use as 

an on-site ranger’s residence
•   monitoring the overall welfare of the site
We invite you to join with us in our ongo-

ing efforts to preserve and protect the rare 
Torrey pines and their scenic refuge by 
becoming a member of the Torrey Pines 
Association.
Please visit our website or contact us by 
mail for more information on membership 
levels. We also encourage contributions to 
the new Torrey Pines Reserve Endowment 
Fund. Donations will help protect and pre-
serve the Reserve — a lasting legacy! 
Contact TPApresident@san.rr.com.

Who we are...www.torreypines.org
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Tis the season. Here are some ideas for you 
as you plan your charitable gift list.

Although most of us simply write 
checks, consider making a gift of stock. Normally 
when you sell stock, you pay a capital gains tax. 
When you give that stock to the Torrey Pines 
Reserve Endowment Fund (TPRE), however, you 
pay no tax on the gain and receive an income tax 
deduction for the full value of the stock.

For most Californians, their greatest asset is real 
estate. Similar to appreciated stock, when you give 
real estate that is more valuable today than when 
acquired, your tax deduction is the present market 
value and there is no tax on the gain. 

Do you have a paid-up life insurance policy that 
has been gathering dust in a drawer? Perhaps it was 
intended for your children, who are now grown 
and have sufficient assets of their own. Making 
TPRE the owner and beneficiary of that policy 
provides an income tax deduction for you and a 
great gift for charitable purposes.

If you want to do some long-range planning, 
there are some other options:

Charitable remainder trusts. Pooled income 
funds. Charitable lead trusts. Real estate donations 
(yes, you can continue to live in a home after you 
have donated it and receive a deduction). Or even 
making the TPRE a successor beneficiary to a 

retirement plan. 
Again, there are many 

ways to “preserve the 
Reserve,” and all of them 
involve significant benefits to you, as well, in terms 
of taxes. We’ll profile more of these methods in 
the future. 

If you would like more information about year-
end giving, call the Torrey Pines Association at 
858-755-2063 or email Endow@torreypines.org. 
Happy Holidays!  A

Year-end giving
‘

Watercraft plied the lagoon and nearshore waters  
centuries ago. This reproduction, sponsored by the  
Barona Cultural Center using traditional tule reeds,  
may be viewed at the Coronado Museum of History  
and Art until November 12, 2007.  
For information, visit www.coronadohistory.org


