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THE ENIGMA
OF THE RuBY CREEK
STONE FIGURE

Grant Keddie

The Ruby Creek Bowl is a carved stone, seated human figurine bowl
with unique facial features. It has been assumed to be part of the early stone
bowl complex of Southwestern B.C., as defined by Duff (1956). My obser-
vations and experiments indicate that this figure was carved with metal files
and a chisel-like tool. However, the latter information does not necessarily
establish that the bowl dates to the postcontact period.

This artifact, DiRj-Y:3 (old cat. No. 2996), was in the Royal B.C.
Museum (acc. No. 1917-25) as part of the collection of “Rev. Charles C.
Croucher. From the Yale District.” The original typed catalogue has its loca-
tion as “Yale,” but under remarks it says: “Al Smith says Ruby Creek.” It is
not known who Al Smith was or under what authority he claimed the bowl
was from Ruby Creek. Other artifacts in this collection are from Hope; North
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Figure 1. Ruby Creek Bowl, front view.




Figure 2. Ruby Creek Bowl. Back View.

Bend; Yale; American Bar and “Fraser
River.” Ruby Creek flows into the Fraser
River to the East of Harrison Lake near
Hope.

The Provincial Museum Report for
1917 states that the collection was donated
by “Mrs. Gertrude A. Croucher, Yale” in
memory of her husband, “the late Rev.
Charles Croucher.” The collection of
“158 specimens, was collected by Rev.
Mr. Croucher many years ago.” Charles
Croucher died June 6, 1917 in Mission
City, at the age of 74. One might guess
that the bowl was collected before about
1880.

The Ruby Creek bowl has been pre-
sented in several publications. Harlan I.
Smith shows a drawing of it (1923:56 &
P1.18, Figure 2), which was created from
one of his photographs taken on July 31,
1915 when visiting the Crouchers. Smith
was later given the Museum information,
which is likely why he referred to the bowl
as “From Ruby Creek on Fraser River.”

Alice Ravenhill (1938:29 & P1.4) has
aphotograph of the figure which gives the
wrong location—"‘Carved sandstone dish
from Lytton, B.C.” In commenting on
seated figure bowls in general, Ravenhill
says: “These are stated according to tradi-
tion to have been used in the preparation of
charms to attract salmon to nets and fish-
hooks during the early part of a ‘run’.” It

is not known where Ravenhill was getting
the latter information. Smith (1923:36) re-
fers to some of the anthropomorphic bowls
from the Lillooet area as being used “for
ceremonial fumigation of the first spring
salmon of the season,” but Ravenhill does
not reference Harlan Smith in any of her
publications.

An image of the artifact was also
published by Inverarity (1950:P1.42) with
the name of the collector miss-spelled as
“Groucher.”

Wilson Duff (1956:27; Figure 1) uses
Ravenhill’s image, which he refers to as
being from Ruby Creek. He notes:

This figure gives the impression
of being the work of a poor carver,
which may account for some of
the atypical features. Tool marks
show plainly on many parts: marks
of battering, hacking with a rough
blade, and abrasion with a file-like
tool (probably sandstone, as the
parallel abrasions are uneven).

The Evidence of Iron File Use

The Ruby Creek bowl, made of a
steatite or clorite-like material, has many
sharp cuts that appear to have been done
with an iron chisel-like object. But of
most interest to me are the many parallel
grooves, often numbering over 20 in a row,
that could only have been made by an iron
or steel file(s).

After consulting historical sources
on files, such as Nicholson (1878), and
observing in detail the size, location, and
orientation of the cuts, I experimented on
samples of steatite using various types of

Figure 3. Numerous file marks on back.

iron files to see if I could match the pat-
terns on the bowl.

The positioning of the file marks
indicate that the carving was done by the
movement of file(s) horizontally across
their width and not in line with the vertical
axis of the file. The parallel marks inside
the area of the arms, for example, would
necessitate horizontal scrapping as there is
no room to use a file in a forward motion
in the confines of the area. In some cases,
the dipping of the parallel marks in and
out of small depressed surface areas and
the slight curving of parallel lines.at the
end of strokes would necessitate the use of
a round file—also used horizontally. The
patterning of the grooves ruled out the use .
of a rasp files and larger flat files.

There are two types of cut patterns
that both show a series of parallel raised
lines between cuts: (1) the raised lines are
of varying widths but the width of each
individual raised line does not vary along
its length. This kind of a cut can be made
with a flat single cut file when the rows
are hand cut and not spaced as evenly as
a machine cut file; (2) the raised lines as
individual lines have irregular edges or
varying width. These cuts can be made
with either a flat double cut file with worn
teeth corners or a round file with second
cuts that are irregular or lines that are not
parallel.

On this bowl, the width of the raised
lines between cuts ranges from about
.16mm to .27mm, with an average around
.21mm. The width of the cuts themselves
is generally less than the areas in between.
A typical 10mm section contains about 19
raised lines.
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Figure 4. File cut lines of varying widths.

In my experiments, the closest size
and number of raised lines that was similar
to the Ruby Creek Bowl were created on
steatite with an eight-inch Black Diamond
“AXE” model made in Canada (Figure 6).
A typical 10mm section of cuts contained
18 raised lines averaging around .20mm
thick. An eight-inch round file by Sanvik
of Sweden (13/64-inch dia.) produced
raised line widths around .23mm wide and
had 21 raised areas per 10mm section of
lines (Figure 7).

Discussion

In recent permit reports, it is not
uncommon to see general statements that
mistakenly imply that these seated hu-
man figure bowls are all attributed to the
Marpole period.

Duff illustrates the Ruby Creek
Bowl in his Stone Images B.C. publica-
tion (1975:72&175), where he notes that
at least three seated human figure bowls
have been found at the Marpole site which
dates “between 2500 and 1500 years ago,”
but he does not attribute all of these types
of bowls—including this one—to that time
period. Borden (1983:147-155), was also
very careful to only include stone bowls
with seme underground context from the
Marpole site as being from the Marpole
period—which he then defined as being
from 350 Bc to 200 AD.

In a close examination of this figure,
it is clear to me that this bowl was made
with a chisel-like object and at least two
different types of older hand cut iron
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files. The uniformity of the patination on
the artifact clearly also indicates that the
file marks were made during the original
making of the bowl and not afterward.
The file rows are closest to the number of
cuts found on eight-inch flat files with a
medium degree of coarseness. Evidence
suggests that a flat double cut file was used
or a heavily worn single cut file, as well as
a round file.

In some early European files where
the teeth were cut with a chisel before the
hardening was carried out, the cuts were
perpendicular to the longitudinal axis 'of
the file (Coghlan 1956:13-132)—as op-
posed to the later oblique angled ones.
This type would also produce some of the
irregular line patterns seen on this-bowl.
Asian files were not used in my experi-
ments, but would be a valuable addition
to this research.

Figure 5. Small lines magnified 20X.

Figure 6. Variation of cut lines resulting from different pressure in
using a double cut file on steatite.
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Figure 7. Cuts from round file on Steatite.

Conclusions

This bowl looks like an ancient one. Because it is carved
with metal tools, we can not necessarily assume that it dates to
the historic period. I think we are left with three competing hy-
potheses regarding its origins: (1) The bowl was made after the
1790s when iron tools were well distributed on the Coast (Keddie
2004) and before the mid 19th century when machine cut files were
generally more available (Nicolson 1878); (2) The bowl dates to
a pre-contact period and the First Nation who made it had access
to iron files from shipwrecks or from long distance trade around
the Pacific Rim; (3) The artifact was traded from far away or came
from a shipwreck. The latter hypothesis could be answered by
establishing the origin of the raw material from which it is made.
Similar raw material does occur in the general area of the find but
appropriate testing needs to be done. For the time being, this bowl
will remain a bit of an enigma.

Grant Keddie is Curator of Archaeology at the Royal British
Columbia Museum in Victoria, B.C.

Figure 8. Example of single cut and double

cut on a file.
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