The Bowl that Makes You Sing

A Conversation with Auctioneer Ted Pappas

Ted Pappas holds the Fulford Harbour Bowl which weighs 10.2
kilograms and is the largest of 12 stone bowls found in the Guilf
Islands. * Photo by Bruce Stotesbury, Reprinted with permission
from the Times - Colonist. Photograph and caption originally
accompanied Dickson’s article, “Bowl-ing for Dollars” (see page
7))

Susan Rowley

Auction Day, May 2005

The sale of archaeological artifacts is a highly charged
issue. Statements about the sale of artifacts are usually phrased
as simple absolutes, thus curtailing meaningful discussions.
Given current legislation at the provincial, national and inter-
national levels permitting the sale of archaeological materials,
examining the perspectives of the different players is necessary
to advance our understanding of this complex legal, moral and
ethical issue. In this article, the auction of the Fulford Harbour
bowl is described, and the rationale behind the sale is interpreted
from the point of view of the auctioneer, Ted Pappas of West
Coast Estates in Vancouver.

My involvement with the bowl began in April of 2005 with
an email asking how the auction of a stone bowl by West Coast
Estates could be halted. Over the next few weeks, in common
with the other authors in this volume, the bowl played a major
role in my life. Emails and phone calls about the bowl began
crossing my desk daily. A reporter from the Times-Colonist
called and asked for comments. From an object I knew noth-
ing about the day before, the Fulford Harbour bowl, vaulted
overnight to a forceful entity. As a result, on a May morning
I found myself heading downtown to West Coast Estates for
their “Native Art and Antiques” auction. Arriving in time for
the preview, I hoped finally to catch a glimpse of the bowl.
However, only a photograph was on view, labeled Lot #870.
Mystery surrounded the bow!’s exact location; we were simply
told it was in a ‘safe’ place.

Sitting next to members of the Semiahmoo Indian Band
and Don Welsh, the archaeologist working with the band, I
settled into the rhythm of the day, awaiting the turn of Lot #870.
Before the lot was announced, Eric McLay, an archaeologist
with the Hul’qumi’num Treaty Group, arrived and requested
that the Vancouver Police stop the sale. At this point, Ted Pap-
pas, the auctioneer, called for a break, invited the RCMP to his
office and sent those gathered for the auction out for coffee and
muffins “on the auction house”. The media was conspicuously
absent. After almost an hour of discussion the RCMP left, satis-
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fied that the sale was legal under BC law.

The bidding began fiercely when Lot #870 was finally
called, with many individuals raising their hands. Very quickly
it became clear there were only three serious bidders. Almost
immediately thereafter, Pappas realized two of the bidders were
in fact representing the same interest (one on the floor and one
on the phone). He brought this to our attention, thus stopping
them from bidding against each other. Only two remained — a
phone bidder and Joanne Charles of Semiahmoo on the floor. The
price continued to climb as neither party was willing to stop. It
was clear to everyone in the room that Joanne Charles would
continue to bid. By the time
the bidding reached $10,000
the tension was palpable.

Then, to the shock of all,
Ted Pappas declared a break.
Auctioneers, he informed us,
are not required to sell to the
highest bidder but can deter-
mine where the best interests
lay. He introduced a small
group of people sitting in
the audience (Derek Wilson,
Barry Wilson and Verne Bolton, all members of the Haisla Na-
tion) as his advisors on matters of spiritual import. They had,
he said, a long history of helping him to determine the right and
just disposition of objects including an earlier bowl. Pappas then
asked Joanne Charles her intentions. She replied that the bowl
would be returned to the Semiahmoo and the Sencoten Treaty
Alliance. Pappas then asked the same question of the phone bid-
der. This individual, an American with a seasonal home in British
Columbia, replied that he would eventually donate the bowl to
the citizens of Canada; however, he would want to decide where
it went. Based on this information, Pappas conferred with his
Haisla advisors while we waited. He also made a side trip to the
phone desk. Unbeknownst to us, the seller was on another phone
line and one of the auction staff was keeping him informed as
events unfolded. Pappas consulted with the seller who agreed the
bid of $10,000 was acceptable, although his original estimated
price was $18,500 to $25,000.

Pappas returned to the front of the house and declared the
auction for Lot #870 closed, stating the bowl would be returning
home to the Semiahmoo. A collective sigh of relief was heard
throughout the room. Pappas was clearly pleased and spoke of
the power of the bowl and the importance of its return. He also
let it be known that he would waive his fee (auction houses add
a buyers’ premium, in this case 10%, to the price as their com-
mission) and provide Semiahmoo with the time needed to meet
the price.

Later that same day, another unusual transaction caught
my attention. Lot #1012 was a Squamish shaman’s stick. Before
bidding commenced Pappas let the audience know the son of the
carver was in the audience and that he fully intended to buy back
his father’s carving. Estimated at $187, the stick sold for $110.
No one wanted to bid and prevent the son from regaining a part
of his family heritage.
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These transactions raised many questions.
What are the duties and obligations of
an auctioneer — the ethics that guide the
profession? How did the auctioneer view
the sale and his role in it? Why had he so
clearly manipulated the sale of the Fulford

Harbour bowl?

Auctioneer, Ted Pappas’ Role in the Sale of Bowls

An auctioneer has no need to inform who is bidding or why.
Pappas, in my opinion, did provide this information for both Lot
#870 and Lot #1012 in order to manipulate the bidding. It’s an
effective strategy in a situation where everyone wants to do the
right thing but was not effective in the case of the bowl where
one individual clearly had no interest in seeing the Semiahmoo
and their Saanich relatives reclaim it. These transactions raised
many questions. What are the duties and obligations of an auc-
tioneer — the ethics that guide the
profession? How did the auction-

it? Why had he so clearly ma-
nipulated the sale of the Fulford
Harbour bowl? How much of the
auction had been predetermined?
To the observers certainly, some
of it felt like a set piece.

The Mount Currie Bowl

In late 2005, Derek Wilson suffered a stroke, robbing him -

of his primary means of making a living as an artist. In 2006,
Pappas and Jeff Harris (Seahawk Auctions) organized a benefit
auction at the Vancouver Museum to help their friend. In the
tradition of auctioneering, Ted told touching and amusing stories
about Derek to loosen our purse strings. One of these was abouta
stone bow! — the Mount Currie owl bowl. This caught my atten-
tion and I wondered @bout the threads connecting the owl bowl
to the Fulford Harbour bowl auctioned earlier in the year. I called
Pappas and asked if he would be willing to come and talk about
the sale of the Fulford Harbour bowl for an article to be printed
in The Midden.

I met with Ted at the Museum of Anthropology, UBC. He is
a man with huge energy and conviction. What follows are Ted’s
ideas and beliefs surrounding the bird bowls and the seated hu-
man figure bowl that have entered his auction house.

Ted first sold one of these bowls in 1986. He was approached
to sell a small steatite bowl, in the form of an owl, said to be from
the Mt. Currie area. He could feel an energy emanating from the
bowl setting it apart from all the other objects that passed through
his auction house. Intrigued, he showed it to his longtime friends
Derek and Barry Wilson. Unbeknownst to Ted, Derek and Barry
had a strong emotional tie to Mt. Currie, having spent part of
their youth in the community. They knew the bowl was sacred
and determined to find a way to return it home. In this way they
could thank the people of the Mt. Currie Band/Lil’wat Nation
for their kindness and generosity. Meanwhile, they required Ted
to keep the bowl safe and sequestered. They warned him of its
power and told him it was not to be handled irresponsibly.

No one was allowed to handle the bowl during this period
with one exception. The bowl was garnering press attention and as
aresult a woman arrived from the U.S. A self-proclaimed psychic,
she persuaded Ted to show it to her. Together they visited the bowl
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in its secure location, a darkened, locked room. She cradled the owl
bowl and lifted it slowly and gently above her head. Suddenly, the
room filled with a burst of light and Ted experienced an electric
jolt passing through his body. The woman was clearly shaken. As
she lifted the bowl she saw it was full of a liquid. This quickly
passed to horror as she realized it was human blood and, almost as
quickly, to relief that it was menstrual blood. She left transformed
by her experience, having experienced the strong female power of
the bowl. Ted was also transformed, having experienced something
profoundly sacred. Later, Ted was told the bowl was indeed sacred
to women and played a role in female puberty rites .

On the day of the auction, the Wilson family arrived to try to
secure the bowl. No one had any idea of the value, but the family
had managed to collect $3,000. Unlike the later Fulford Harbour
bowl auction, demonstrators outside the auction house demanded the
return of the bowl and reporters covered the story. To Ted’s surprise,
Derek Wilson was conspicuously absent. Bidding for the bow! began
quickly and soon the $3,000 of the family was surpassed. As Ted tells
the story, the bidding slowed at about $6,000. It looked as though
the auction was almost done when Derek Wilson burst into the room
announcing that he had the money. Ted, somewhat amazed, asked
for more information. Derek, who loved horse racing, had been at
the Hastings Park track and won $6,500 on the Trifecta (all three
horses in order of finish). The bidding continued — the family bid
$9.500 (all they had) and then an anonymous phone bidder went to
$10000. Faces throughout the auction room fell as the implication

A SEATED HUMAN FIGURE BOWL

By Hilary Stewart

Seated human figure bowl
found by Ken Staphens in a
gravel pit on Saltspring
island, 15 years ago. The
artifact probably fell from
the midden deposit just
above.

front view

of this bid sank in.

At this point Ted took control. As he explains it, “During
the sale, the auctioneer is like a mini-god.” In this case, he chose
to act on this power. There was no question in his mind that the
bowl should, if humanly possible, go to the Wilson family and
be returned to Mt. Currie. He halted the auction and started a
conversation with the phone bidder. The bidder identified himself
to Ted and answered in the affirmative that he was an American
citizen. Ted expressed his opinion that it was unlikely the bowl
would be granted an export permit from the Cultural Review
Board as required by the Canadian Cultural Property Export
and Import Act. The bidder replied he would keep the bowl at
his summer home in Canada. Ted then explained the Wilson’s
desire to return it home. He asked the bidder to allow it to go.
The man on the phone agreed. -

The owl bowl was officially welcomed home with a cer- -
emony on the reserve. Ted and his wife were invited to attend.
This event marked another spiritual encounter for Ted, reinforc-
ing the importance of this particular bowl and of the return of
sacred items to their home. He was mesmerized by care and
reverence demonstrated towards the bowl. At the gathering, he
told the community that, when he first saw the bowl, the owl ap-
peared unhappy but now, when he looked at it, the owl appeared
content.

The publicity surrounding the Mt. Currie bowl soon brought
another owl bowl to Pappas’ auction house. The outcome was

profile; upside~down

Hilary Stewart's drawing and caption of the Fulford Harbour bowl. Originally in The Midden (11[4]: 15) in 1979.
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nothing similar to the earlier experience. Ted tried to auction
this second bowl three times, each time trying to send it home
but never succeeding. He blames all parties for this failure;
from aboriginal politicians’ unwillingness to compromise over
the issue of purchasing the piece, to the landowner’s desire for
financial gain. The final straw was on the third attempt when
the seller refused the sale despite a bid of $3,800 from a phone
bidder who wanted to return it to the First Nations community.
The seller wanted more for the bowl and the bidder had no more
to give. This bowl remains in private hands.

The Fulford Harbour Bowl

The Fulford Harbour Bowl came to Ted’s attention in
2004 when he visited Fuller Lake on Vancouver Island as part
of an ‘Antiques Roadshow’ offering free appraisals. An elderly
gentleman approached and asked Ted to look at a stone bowl in
the trunk of the man’s car. There, wrapped in a blanket, lay the
Fulford Harbour bowl. Ted sensed the
bowl’s power and offered to auction
it. It took about a year for the man to
decide to accept the offer and consign
the bowl to West Coast Estates.

Ted worked hard to gain atten-
tion and press coverage for the bowl
but with little success. This surprised
me, given the number of emails and
letters flying between archaeologists,
the Archaeological Society of British Columbia, and politicians.
It also surprised him and he suggested that politics and the
provincial election might have played a role in this. Only the
Times-Colonist showed any interest. As a result, Ted agreed,
when asked by the paper, to take the bowl for a visit to Victoria
so it could be photographed. Thinking about the route he would
travel, an idea came to him. He would take the bowl on a circle
route through its territory. In the morning he caught the ferry to
Salt Spring Island, and drove past DeRu-44 (the archaeological
site and gravel quarry) where the bowl had been discovered. They
then travelled on to Victoria where the bowl was received with
great respect by the Times-Colonist staff. Next, they headed north
to Nanaimo and completed the circle by ferry, finally arriving
back in Vancouver. The day was long and emotional. Ted felt
the bowl coming back to life, gathering energy, as it travelled
with him. He found himself singing a song taught to him by the
bowl. He calls the bowl “the one that makes you sing.”

On the day of the sale, Ted was unperturbed by the RCMP
visit. He had the paperwork in order, ready to produce. He con-
sidered it an unnecessary intrusion. He was more upset by phone
calls the seller received and implications that Ted had broken
conﬁdehtia_lity by releasing the seller’s name. In terms of the
orchestration of the actual sale, my conversation with Pappas
revealed that it was only partially staged. Ted was aware of the
interest on the part of the Semiahmoo. The seller had indicated
an acceptable sale price. The bowl had been sequestered because
of its power and the possibility some group might arrive and try
to seize it. While Ted was prepared to do his best to ensure the
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As for the Fulford Harbour bowl, he
explained that one could view the
payment ﬁom Semiabmoo as a thank- ment from Semiahmoo as a thank-you

you to the seller for all the years he
cared for the bowl.

Semiahmoo would be successful, he was also clear that with an
auction the outcome is never certain. For him, the best part of the
auction was afterwards when the community sent a delegation of
women to wrap the bowl and bring it home. He felt his job for the
bowl was complete; he had helped it on its way.

Ted Pappas’ Views on the Sale of Bowls

I wanted to know if he sold other items in the same way.
He responded that he would potentially treat anything sacred in
a special way. However, the Mt. Currie owl bowl and the Fulford
Harbour bow! are the only two that he has sold in this manner. He
has sacred items from other cultures that have not been cosigned
for auction. These he has kept to be sold when the right person
arrives. i

Ted believes the bowls’ surfacing at certain moments is not
accidental. He questions, “Who are we to judge the way the bowls
have chosen to reveal themselves to us?” These sacred bowls
are powerful and have a life of their own. They are imbued with
agency, choosing when and by whom they are discovered. In

terms of selling the bowls, he believes -

they have come to him specifically.
As for the Fulford Harbour bowl, he
explained that one could view the pay-

to the seller for all the years he cared
for the bowl.

Pappas feels passionately
about these sacred bowls and is con-
cerned that sometimes we miss the
boat by not listening to them or their messages. For him, the
Fulford Harbour bowl is a representation of the Earth Goddess,
bringing us a message that we need to pay attention to the environ-
ment before it is too late. Somehow, he feels, in the controversy
surrounding the bowl, this message is being lost.

Finally, I asked Ted if another bowl surfaced, would he
sell it? His answer was an immediate and unconditional yes. He
considers these bowls fundamentally sacred and that the culture
revolves around these bowls. They are necessary to the community
and they need to go home. As the auctioneer — he is a conduit to
help these living entities return to their homes. In the absence of
legislation, Pappas views the sale of these bowls as a legitimate
means to transfer cultural heritage back to originating communi-
ties.

To Pappas there was something special about the Fulford
Harbour bowl. The archaeological community felt the same
way. This was quite clearly played out in the story of the Fulford
Harbour Bowl. At the same auction, several other archaeological
pieces were offered for sale. Some of these were from Alaska.
Perhaps we, the archaeologists, were silent because, before enter-
ing Canada, these had been legally excavated and sold by Alaska
natives. However, another item, a carved stone ‘canoe smasher’
from Haida Gwaii (the Queen Charlotte Islands), caused scarcely a
murmur. In fact, I did not know it was in the auction until I arrived
at the event. I had received no emails and no phone messages. Was
this archaeological piece any less deserving? What was it about the
bowl that created such strong feelings in people? Was it simply a
matter of geography? This seems a partial answer — the home of
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the bowl was geographically close, but I think Ted put his finger
on it when he referred to the bowl’s sacred nature — not just its
rarity but it’s intrinsic and essential value to the descendants of
its maker.

Is the Sale of Bowls Changing Archaeologists’
Assumptions?

For North American archaeologists, the sale of the Fulford
Harbour bowl crossed moral and ethical boundaries. Archaeolo-
gists generally subscribe to the belief that artifacts do not have a
monetary value. The Canadian Archaeological Association (CAA)
ethical guidelines state: “... the commodification of archaeological
sites and artifacts through selling and trading is unethical” (CAA
n.d.). Guidelines from the Society for American Archaeology
emphasize the active role archaeologists should take to ensure that
monetary value is not added to artifacts. “Whenever possible they
[archaeologists] should discourage, and should themselves avoid,
activities that enhance the commercial value of archaeological ob-
jects, especially objects that are not curated in public institutions,
or readily available for scientific study, public interpretation, and
display” (SAA 1996). These guidelines have been taken up by
public institutions in their policy statements.

However, what is considered ethical behaviour changes over
time and existing guidelines are constantly challenged. We need to
examine how much our current ethics are a product of our desire
to control the past and its interpretation. Are archaeologists stak-
ing out turf and working to protect it, abjuring the interests and
potential rights to others? Postcolonial theory would posit that
most North American archaeologists are hoarding a resource that
is not theirs to determine and doing so under the guise of the public
good. That, in fact, the cultural heritage we are seeking to protect
and investigate is not ours and our professed rights are question-
able. These are issues that require more thought and discussion as
relationships with originating communities are renegotiated and
the discipline of archaeology is redefined.

The statements that archaeological artifacts have no monetary
value can be interpreted similarly as a product of ivory tower
thinking. Working in a museum, I am sometimes called upon to
assess the ‘fair market value’ of an item for insurance purposes
when it travels for exhibition purposes or crosses a border. Also,
while not purchasing archaeological materials, many museums
will provide tax receipts for acquisitions thus enabling the donor
to receive a percentage amount as tax relief; the object’s monetary
value needs to be assessed in order to provide these receipts. Thus,
while no cash transaction occurs, a payment in the form of a tax
receipt takes place.

There is no question that the sale of the Fulford Harbour
bowl was legal. While the laws in BC have changed through time,
even today they do not protect cultural heritage artifacts. The
British Columbia Heritage Conservation Act makes it illegal to
knowingly or unknowingly disturb an archaeological site. It is not
illegal however, to be in possession of an archaeological artifact
nor is it illegal to sell artifacts that were collected pre-1976 (see
for example www.bcartifacts.com).

It is also legal to remove these items from British Columbia

(see BC Heritage Branch comment in this issue). Canada’s Cul-
tural Property Export and Import Act (1976) prevents the removal
of archaeological heritage from Canada through implementing
a requirement for export permits and through providing funds
to enable institutions to purchase heritage so it can remain in
Canada. As Barb Winter writes, “Ironically, under the Canadian
Cultural Property Export and Import Act, objects of cultural sig-
nificance can be purchased by a Canadian institution to prevent
the object’s export; evaluation and commodification of the object
is inherent in the process of purchase to prevent export” (Winter
1995:34).

In the early 1990s, a Canadian dealer offered another seated
human figure bowl, called the Mount Newton Cross Roads Bowl
or SDDLNEWHALA, to a collector in Chicago (Henry 1995:9).
Under the Canadian Cultural Property Export and Import Act, the
dealer’s application for an export permit was rejected, bringing
into effect a three-month period during which Canadian insti-
tutions could act. Earlier, the CAA’s ethical stand against the
Canadian Cultural Property Export and Import Act had resulted
in the export of two seated human figure bowls (Pokotylo and
Mason, forthcoming). As a result, the CAA reversed its position
(Pokotylo and Mason forthcoming). The Canadian Museum
of Civilization was unwilling to purchase the bowl as to do so
would violate their collections’ policy (Henry 1995:10). Despite
the unpalatable nature of the problem, the loss of the Mount
Newton Cross Roads bowl was regarded as a worse fate. Finally,
an agreement was reached between the Saanich Native History
Society and the Simon Fraser University Museum of Archaeol-
ogy to acquire the bowl. This however, was a difficult decision
both for SFU and for the Saanich Native History Society. As part
of the process, the Saanich Nation (Tsawout, Tsartlip, Tseycum,
and Pauquachin) drafted a declaration in regards to heritage:

As the Saanich Nation we are against having any commercial
value on Archaeological findings, artifacts and human remains
because it is putting a price on our heritage. We are the owners
of our own Heritage and Artifacts and it is something that cannot
be bought or sold.

These are artifacts that have been acquired without permis-
sion of the original owners. These artifacts should be returned to the
rightful owners and should not be sold to any Provincial, Federal
or private interests (Walker and Ostrove 1995:15).

In the United States, the Native American Graves Repatria-
tion and Protection Act (1990), NAGPRA, protected the cultural
patrimony of federally recognized tribes by amending the U.S.
Criminal code so that:

Whoever knowingly sells, purchases, uses for profit, or transports
for sale or profit any Native American cultural items obtained in
violation of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatria-
tion Act shall be fined in accordance with this title, imprisoned not
more than one year, or both, and in the case of a second or subse-
quent violation, be fined in accordance with this title, imprisoned
not more than 5 years, or both (NAGPRA 1990).

Despite many of the well-known problems with NAGPRA,
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several successful prosecutions have occurred resulting in fines
and jail terms. If we had similar legislation in Canada, the final
chapter in the story of the Fulford Harbour bowl might be quite
different. Perhaps it is time for Canada to legislate in this area
and to recognize the rights of First Peoples to their cultural
heritage?

Susan Rowley is the Curator of Public Archaeology at the
Museum of Anthropology and an Assistant Professor in the
Department of Anthropology at the University of British Columbia.
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