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Archaeological investigation of
Omis Cave: a Yapese stone
money quarry in Palau

SCOTT M. FITZPATRICK

Abstract

Stone money disks, predominantly quarried in Palau, were part of
a complex political economy on Yap and obtained through a series
of exchange relations with Palauan clans or villages. Though
ethnographic and ethnohistorical records provide some insight into
this exchange relationship, a lack of archaeological data has pre-
vented a better understanding of the methods involved in stone
money production and how quarry sites were used by Yapese. I
present the first systematic surface survey and excavation of a
stone money quarry and document evidence for the only example
of Pacific Islanders’ carving and transporting of carbonate rock
between culturally distinct island groups. Archaeological results
obtained from survey and excavation at Omis Cave complement
ethnohistoric and ethnographic accounts.

Introduction

The use of stone resources by Pacific Islanders is well
known and represents some of the most archaeologically
visible traces of human settlement and interaction (Ayres
1998). The most frequently documented rock types
include basalt in Polynesia (Clark 1993; Weisler 1993;
Weisler et al. 1994; Weisler 1998), obsidian in Melanesia
(White 1996), and various volcanic glasses (Weisler
1990; Clark and Wright 1995), the analysis of which has
significantly improved our understanding of trade and
exchange systems, among other social processes (Kirch
1990; Baker 1993; Green 1996). The use of carbonate
materials by Pacific Islanders for producing tools,
objects or structures, however, is quite rare. Columns and
capstones called latte were quarried in the Marianas
Islands from upraised reef limestone and used in house
structures as early as perhaps AD 1000 (Kirch
2000:184-86). Limestone slabs were used as chiefly
backrests on Alofi Island in Tonga (Kirch 2000:227-8)
while Burley (1998) and Sand and Valentin (1991)
describe the Tongan use of beachrock blocks (sand and
beach debris cemented by calcium carbonate) to define
the perimeter of monumental features, certain earthen
mounds, sitting platforms, and chiefly burial mounds.
Beachrock, an exotic resource that probably represented
chiefly symbols of rank (Burley 1993), was transported
between islands and only used by peoples within the

Department of Anthropology, University of Oregon, Eugene,
OR, 97403

(Blaeﬁ}pzate)

Tongan archipelago. One of the only other instances of
indigenous peoples in the Pacific manipulating carbonate
rock, and the only example of the finished product being
quarried and transported to another island by a culturally
and linguistically distinct group, is the Yapese quarrying
of their famous stone money in Micronesia.

Yapese Islanders quarried stone money almost exclu-
sively in the Rock Islands of Palau in the Western
Caroline Islands, Micronesia. The production of this
exotic valuable is known, in part, from European explor-
ers who participated in the transport of these disks back
to Yap in the 1800s. A rich collection of ethnographic
data and oral traditions suggest that stone money manu-
facture took place prior to European contact. This makes
these megaliths the largest portable object ever moved
over open ocean by Pacific Islanders. Unfortunately,
direct archaeological studies have not been conducted to
test the ethnographic accounts, antiquity, chronology,
and geographical distribution of limestone deposits in
Palau associated with Yapese stone money quarrying
activities.

In 1998 a project was initiated with the Palau Division
of Cultural Affairs to intensively survey and record sev-
eral of these quarries. As there had been no previous
intensive archaeological investigations of any quarry,
Omis Cave (B:OR-1:35) was selected as the first of these
sites. Surface features found at the cave by Osborne
(1979:283) in his Palau Archaeological Survey from
1968—-69 suggested that “the cave (Omis) would repay
excavation. Certainly some of the techniques of Yapese
money mining would reveal themselves.” Omis Cave has
been impacted over the years by visitors and was easily
accessible. So, for many reasons, the site was ideal for
beginning a long-term research program on Palauan-
Yapese interaction as evidenced through the quarrying of
stone money.

In this paper I present detailed archaeological data
from the excavation, mapping, and surface survey of
Omis Cave. I provide background information on stone
money quarrying, summarize the first radiocarbon dates
from this site type, and outline the artifacts and faunal
remains that were recovered during excavation.
Ultimately, I add a previously undocumented archaeo-
logical dimension to these important exchange and status
related artifacts. Addressing these issues allows for the
refinement of methodologies and hypotheses for investi-
gating other quarries in the Palauan archipelago and is a
critical step for documenting how and why the quarrying
of stone money took place.

Yapese stone money quarrying

Oral traditions and ethnohistorical accounts report that
the Yapese sailed over 400 km to Palau and carved disks
of limestone inside caves by splitting off rock slabs using
fire and shell adzes. Le Hunte (1883:25) noted in his
report that he found “no less than a hundred Yap natives
at Pelew” occupied in cutting these stones and preparing
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Figure 1. The author and DCA staff members Taurengel
Emesiochel and Rita Olsudong next to a stone money
disk at the Upper Orrak site in Palau.

them for transport. They would then drill a hole in the
center with a reef stone used as a fire drill (de Beauclair
1971:188). Disks were moved to vessels by placing tim-
bers through this hole and sailed back to Yap. “Many
exceeded six feet in diameter and were proportionally
thick, having a large hole in the centre through which a
log of wood is passed and this when laid across two
canoes is sufficient to support the stone in transit”
(LeHunte 1883:25).

According to Yapese tradition, a navigator named
Anagumang first discovered the stone in a Palauan cave
and ordered his men to cut it into the shape of a fish, a
crescent moon, and finally a full moon, perforating it in
the center so that it could be carried with a pole (Figure
1). It was after this first stone was brought to Yap that it
became highly prized, creating a demand for more (de
Beauclair 1971:185). After contact with Europeans, tra-
ditional methods of quarrying were transformed through
the use of metal tools and disks were then transported on
European ships with the aid of traders. Others soon
became involved in this trade and by the late 1800s Yap
was inundated with stone money; over 13,000 disks were
counted by the Japanese during their administration in
the 1930s. This historical trade network thus succeeded
in lowering the value of the money transported in larger
ships, making the earlier money carved and transported
using traditional technologies more valuable. The
money’s final worth depended on its size, shape, and
quality (Einzig 1966:37), and probably effort expended
(i.e., lives lost, amount of labor, and risk involved). Even
smaller pieces today may be worth considerably more if
it is known that a person or persons died while transport-
ing the disk back to Yap, perhaps due to foul weather.
Stone money today is considered quite valuable and is
still used as a medium for exchange, although the disks
themselves are not always moved; instead, ownership is
transferred.

Palauan oral tradition suggests that the Yapese only
had access to those quarries under the control of Palauan
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villages with which they had some affiliation. They were
often able to arrange this access with gifts of exotic
foodstuffs, glass beads (Florencio Gibbons 1998, pers.
comm.) which were part of the standard Palauan mone-
tary system (de Beauclair 1963; Smith 1997), and other
valuables such as shanks of sennit cord. It is likely then,
that there was differential access to quarry resources
arranged by some formal agreement between specific
Yapese and Palauan clans or villages based on the trade
of various exchange items.

Similar to what Yapese and Palauan oral traditions
describe, Tetens and Kubary (1887:126) stated that there
was hostility between Palau and Yap and that owing to
Palau’s trading power, the Yapese had to obtain consent
and permission to quarry stone money disks. Senfft
(1903) and Miiller (1917) also wrote that the Yapese
were put to work building stone foundations, roads, and
pathways for the Palauans as payment for quarrying
stone money, and that the Yapese performed corvée labor
and were treated in a subservient fashion for the right to
quarry stone money from the chiefs of Oreor (a.k.a.
Koror). According to reports from Cheyne (1852), this
was a different arrangement from 20 years earlier in
which Palauans were sending gifts of stone money to
Yap. Thus, ethnohistorical records seem to imply that the
political economy surrounding stone money disk quarry-
ing changed significantly through time and that different
methods of payment may have been used depending on
what power struggles were taking place.

Geographical setting

The Rock Islands as they are locally known, consist of
over 300 islands stretching 30 km along the length of the
archipelago from southern Babeldoab to Peleliu. These
islands are the result of tectonically uplifted reef systems
developed during the Pleistocene that have slowly
eroded away forming a karst topography. Dripstone and
flowstone formations are commonly found in these
islands and were the raw material for stone money quar-
rying.

Omis Cave is one of several known stone money
quarries in Palau, all of which are located in the Rock
Islands around the southern portion of Babeldoab and
northern Koror (Figure 2). Stone money disks have been
found in other parts of the archipelago, but no other
quarries. The concentration of these sites may reflect a
preference for limestone deposits found here or may rep-
resent restricted access governed by certain Palauan vil-
lages. It is more likely, however, that further survey in
the south of the archipelago may lead to more quarries.

The word “Omis” has several different meanings in
Palauan, but generally refers to a place where someone
has a good view of their surroundings, for example to see
a passing canoe or ship. Omis Cave is located on the
eastern side of the Ngermeuangel portion of Oreor island
(part of Koror State and overseen by Ngermid Village)
near the smaller Rock Islands of Itelblong and
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Figure 2. Palauan archipelago with inset of Omis Cave.

Ullemetamel (Figure 2), and is approximately 3.3 km
south of the Airai side of the K-B bridge which connects
the islands of Koror and Babeldoab. The cave is 780 m?
and oval-shaped in plan-view (Figure 3). The entrance
faces north out into a small lagoon where several smaller
Rock Islands are visible.

Radiocarbon chronology

Two radiocarbon dates were obtained from Omis Cave.
A juvenile Hippopus h. shell from layer 3 (30-40 cm) in
test unit 2 dated to 2550 = 70 B.P. without a local reser-
voir correction applied (Beta-143445). Charcoal from
layer 4 (42 cmbs) in test unit 2 was dated to 100.63 +
1.12 % modern (Beta-143446). As these are the first
radiocarbon determinations from a Yapese stone money
quarry, it can only be assumed that carving activity at
Omis was taking place during the turn of the century
about the time German administrators began prohibiting
inter-island voyaging. The early date for Hippopus shell
precedes the earliest documented time for stone money
quarrying and even that for Rock Island settlement in
Palau (Masse et al. 1984). Without a reservoir effect cor-
rection applied, assigning an precise age is problematic.
This specimen may have been living in or near the cave
and later incorporated into the fill during the movement

of soil and debitage associated with engineering tasks. It
is equally plausible that earlier or even contemporary
Palauan assemblages were intermixed with Yapese mate-
rial during quarrying activities and that Omis Cave is
multi-component with the site being used as a temporary
campsite by Palauans and for stone money production by
the Yapese.

Research at Omis Cave

Surface survey was conducted at Omis Cave to identify
features associated with stone money quarrying, possible
refuse areas indicative of habitation, and quarried lime-
stone deposits. Survey revealed few surface indicators of
non-recent human occupation. However, we did record
several stone money disks and architectural features;
quarry debitage and pottery was collected. Results are
summarized below.

Surface Features
Evidence of Yapese stone money quarrying recorded at
Omis Cave include three unfinished stone money disks, a

retaining wall, a coral and limestone rubble dock, exten-
sive artifactual remains, and a large faunal assemblage.
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Figure 4. Feature 2 — Unfinished stone money disk
(photo by author).

The largest of the three stone money disks (feature 1) is
3.3 x 1.7 x 0.8 m and situated on the west side near the
mouth of the cave. It is roughly half-moon in shape and
still attached to the original flowstone formation. Gouge
marks are evident on the exterior of the disk. These
gouge marks range from 1-2 cm x 2-3 cm in size; no
perforation is present.

The second disk (feature 2), near the southeast corner
of the site, is 1.3 x 1.5 x 0.2 m in size and propped up
against several limestone boulders near a large rock out-
crop running north-south through the middle of the cave
(Figure 4). The beginning of a perforation is evident;
there is also a second possible perforation just below the
first. Only a few stone money disks in Yap are known to
have dual perforations (Einzig 1966; Gilliland 1975),
and this may represent another effort to complete one in
a similar style. Gouge marks are absent indicating this
disk had been already carved, removed from a flowstone
deposit, and then placed semi-upright for the finishing
stages of abrasion, polishing, and perforation.

The third unfinished stone money disk (feature 3) is
situated 2 m east of feature 1. It initially appeared to be
small in size and half-moon in shape, protruding only 30

(Blaeé}p{ate)

Figure 5. Feature 5 — Coral and rubble dock (photo by
author).

cm above the surface. Because it was unknown whether
this was the actual size and shape of the disk, a test unit
was opened adjacent to its eastern face. This unit was
excavated to a depth of 70 cm where it became evident
the disk was larger than its surface size indicated. During
excavation tidal water prevented further progress and so
its full size has yet to be determined, although it is at
least 0.8 x 0.6 x 0.2 m. A noticeable crack was probably
the reason for its abandonment. Gouge marks ranging
from 1-2 x 2-3.5 cm in size run vertically along the
face; no perforation is evident. The similarities in gouge
mark size between features 1 and 3 suggest that the same
kind of tool may have been used to carve both disks, or
at least one of comparable size and shape.

A rock outcrop along the edge of a tidal pool on the
eastern side of the cave is one of the more obvious lime-
stone deposits quarried at the site. This feature (4) is part
of the larger rock outcrop in the center of the cave.
Examination of refuse in the pool directly below the wall
revealed a large piece of limestone, possibly a disk pre-
form, as well as limestone debitage and pottery suggest-
ing that stone money was quarried from this outcrop and
that the pool served as a disposal area.

A dock at the entrance of the cave extends out in a
north/northeast direction. It is comprised of three main
structural units built of coral and limestone rubble walls
and infilled with limestone debitage and coral chunks.
The dock is almost completely submerged at high tide
and fully exposed at low tide and would have facilitated
the loading of stone money onto watercraft (Figure 5).
Surveys of another quarry on Orrak Island (Blaiyok 1993;
Fitzpatrick 2000) located similar structures. One led
down from a cave to the beach suggesting these features
were used for transferring stone money from the site onto
watercraft, or in negotiating watercraft closer to the quar-
ries. Neither Yapese or Palauan oral traditions describe
this architectural feature being used in the quarrying
process. One Palauan informant stated that the dock at
Omis was built by the Spanish, although this contradicts

157



‘15971_Oceania_Archeology 8/4/02 15:13 Page 158

(Blaeﬁ}p{ate)

[ ] limestone rock
|:| burned limestone rock

0 10cm
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other oral histories about the site that describe it being
used by the Yapese for quarrying or by Palauans during
short visitations (Holyoak and Miko 2000).

A small retaining wall (feature 6) built of coral and
limestone rubble is situated between two of the unfin-
ished stone money disks (features 1 and 3) on the west
side of the cave. Our preliminary surveys of other quar-
ries have located various kinds of rock walls or mounds,
usually in the vicinity of a stone money disk in the
process of being removed from a flowstone deposit or in
area of intensive quarrying. The rock wall at Omis was
probably used for supporting disks during the final fin-
ishing stages. Its proximity to the two stone money disks
suggests this was the case, although it may have also
served the dual function of acting as a step for lifting
disks up after completion.

Test Excavations

Test excavations were conducted to find evidence of
habitation and stone money quarrying activities. Because
there was little habitation refuse, but an abundance of
limestone debitage on the surface, two of the three test
units were placed along the western side of the cave near
quarried limestone deposits. Test units were also in the
vicinity of areas where habitation material would likely
accumulate given the larger rock outcrops dominating
the cave’s surface. Excavation was done using trowels
and soil wet-sieved through 1/8—inch screen to ensure
good recovery of faunal remains. Cultural material
recovered included limestone debitage, pottery, charcoal,
bone, and shellfish.

A 1 x 2 m (TU1) excavation unit was placed 4 m east
of the largest unfinished stone money disk (feature 1).

158

This test unit was excavated to a depth of 40 cm and four
stratigraphic deposits were recorded. Interestingly, these
deposits were slightly sloping as if they had been
mounded, probably due to the movement of soil and dis-
carded limestone debitage during consecutive quarry
episodes (Figure 6). The sediments were typically loamy
sand with an abundance of calcareous inclusions, typical
of nearly all sediments recorded at the site. A total of
1,858 pieces of limestone debitage (2.27/10 cm?), 29 pot-
tery sherds, shell, fish bone, and charcoal were recovered.

A 1 x 2 m excavation unit (TU2) was located five m
south of test unit 1. This test unit was excavated to a
depth of 60 cm where four stratigraphic deposits were
recorded. A total of 3,599 pieces of limestone debitage
(2.99/10 cm?), 23 pottery sherds, five historic ceramic
pieces, shell, fish bone, and charcoal were also recovered.

A smaller 1.0 x 0.6 m excavation unit (TU3) was
placed adjacent to a buried piece of stone money (feature
3) to determine its size and shape. The unit was exca-
vated to a depth of 70 cm and three stratigraphic deposits
recorded, all of which were calacareous sand intermixed
with dense limestone debitage. A total of 1,662 pieces of
debitage (7.91/10 cm?) were recovered along with char-
coal, shell, mammal bone, and fish bone. No pottery was
found.

Artifacts

Limestone Debitage. Because the use of carbonate flow-
stone as a raw material is not well documented in the
Pacific this presented an obstacle for classification; not
only for lack of references for comparison, but because
this crystalline stone when flaked does not show the
clear morphological characteristics typical of other rock



‘15971_Oceania_Archeology 8/4/02 15:13 Page 159

(Blaeﬁ}p{ate)

Figure 7. Limestone debitage specimens. Arrows indicate striking platforms and bulbs of percussion.

types like obsidian or basalt. Nevertheless, with careful
observation it became apparent that standard lithic cate-
gories could be applied. Flake specimens were usually
triangular in shape and had a rough bulb of percussion
and striking platform (Figure 7). Specimens separated
into ‘chunks’ did not exhibit these characteristics,
although many had surfaces that were pecked or chipped.
Because limestone is relatively crumbly, areas struck by
a tool can easily be seen where crystals were crushed
from a striking blow.

A total of 7,119 pieces of limestone debitage were col-
lected during test excavations. Debitage was classified
typologically by the presence of “cortex” (i.e., the exterior
or skin of a dripstone or flowstone formation in which a
fresh deposit of calcium carbonate comes into contact with
the existing crystal structure of the solid, usually forming
a smooth surface with no visible crystal terminations:
Gonzalez and Lehmann 1988:84-86), and sorted into stan-
dard lithic categories of primary, secondary, and tertiary
flakes or chunks. All specimens were then measured and
average specimen weights taken from collection bags.

Of the total debitage assemblage 1,077 were primary,
398 secondary, and 5644 tertiary. In test unit 3 debitage
was predominantly tertiary. The proximity of the stone
money disk to Feature 1 and the rock wall, and its place-
ment upright, makes it likely this area was used in the
finishing stages of carving and abrasion for this and
other disks. The sheer amount of debitage volumetrically
in test unit 3 compared to units 1 and 2 (7.91/10 cm? ver-
sus 2.27 and 2.99, respectively) and average weight per
specimen (TU1=61.9 g; TU2=91.8 g; TU3=60.8 g) sug-
gest this area was used for completing stone money
using smaller pieces of tertiary debitage from detailed
carving as fill to support the disk.

Aragonite has typically been identified as the predom-

inant mineral present in the Palau quarries (deBeauclair
1971; Einzig 1966; Bellwood 1979; Berg 1992;
Descantes 1998; Kirch 2000), despite calcite being a far
more commonly found type of carbonate rock. Debitage
specimens from Omis were analyzed using petrography
and X-Ray Diffraction (XRD) to determine the true min-
eralogy. Petrographic analysis of 15 specimens indicated
they were calcite spars and little, if any, aragonite was
present. XRD analysis also confirmed these results, sub-
stantiating the claim that calcite is the predominant mate-
rial found at this quarry site (Fitzpatrick et al. n.d.).

Petrography indicated that the stone money disks and
debitage found at Omis are composed of a medium grain
crystalline structure that is easily manipulated. These
crystalline structures also show bands of coralline algal
growth. Analysis is currently underway to determine if
these bands can be used to distinguish between stone
money disks produced at different quarries. Accurately
determining the provenience and ownership of stone
money disks and quarry sites traced along ancestral lines
could reveal differential access to resources (i.e., quar-
ries) by certain clan groups and whether there were
degrees of limestone quality that would suggest prefer-
ence for quarrying.

Pottery. A total of 51 sherds (five rims), were recov-
ered during excavation. Based on initial stylistic attrib-
utes none of these sherds appeared to be non-Palauan,
correlating to Osborne’s (1979:283) brief observations of
surface finds. The majority of sherds have similar physi-
cal features including square rims, straight rim courses,
and black hard cores. These features, distinct from
Yapese Plain sherds, were also noted by Osborne (1979)
and Intoh on Fais (1996:114) and Ngulu (1981:75) atolls.

Sherds were also collected from the surface (5), beach
(6), pool (18), and lagoon (125). The 149 sherds col-
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0 4cm

Figure 8. Trochus shell ring fragments (illustration by
Jenna Boyle).

lected underwater are covered in thick calcareous cement
so detailed typological analyses is not yet possible.

To help determine the composition and possible
provenance of pottery, petrographic analysis of 28 sherds
recovered from test unit 1 (6), test unit 2 (8), lagoon (5),
beach (1), and the pool (8) was conducted by Dickinson
(2000). Results indicate that tempers present in 16 of the
sherds are dominantly grog with essentially no mineral
constituents, similar to other Palauan grog tempers (Type
A). Other grog tempers contain some rare sand grains
and are probably natural temper in the clay paste from
available regolith or colluviam (Type B). The remaining
sherds (12) have composite tempers with the same grog
as those in Type A and with sand grains similar to Type
B. In most of the composite tempered sherds (7) the grog
particles are abundant (Type C) whereas in Type D
sherds (5) the grog particles are quite sparse and difficult
to distinguish between weathered volcanic rock.

In general, it appears that all 28 sherds are made from
local raw materials. Oral historical accounts collected
from elders at Ngermid Village (Holyoak and Miko
2000) state that Palauans from the village would bring
food to quarry workers at the cave, perhaps explaining
why many of these sherds have Palauan characteristics.
However, Dickinson (2000) notes that other collections
of Palau sherds with non-grog temper contain volcanic
sand temper of mafic (andesitic) character whereas the
Omis Cave sherds have a quartzose detritus of appar-
ently dacitic composition. This does not imply that Type
D sherds are of foreign origin; it is only convenient to
divide the tempers into Types A-D on an arbitary basis.
The likelihood is that all four types form a related temper
spectrum (Dickson 2000:3)

Shell. Two small fragments of a Trochus sp. shell ring
preform were recovered from Test Unit 1 (layer 4).
Pecking and grinding are evident on both pieces (Figure
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8). This type of ornament is known ethnographically from
Tobi Island (Intoh 1998:149-51), and was found in exca-
vations by Osborne on Pelelieu (1979:45). A complete
Trochus shell ring was recovered at the Chelechol ra
Orrak stone money quarry site (Fitzpatrick 2000), only a
few km away from Omis Cave. At this point it is unclear
what role these ornaments may have played in societal
relations between Yapese and Palauan groups, if any.

Faunal remains

Shell. Despite the fragmentary nature of shell in the
assemblage, at least 53 discrete taxa from 31 different
families of molluscs were identified. The major families
represented are Cardiidae, Pectinidae, Tridacnidae,
Tellinidae, Strombidae, and Trochidae. Tridacnidae
(Tridacna sp. and Hippopus hippopus) is the most com-
mon, comprising over 80 % of the total weight, 56 %
NISP, and 10 % of the MNI.

It is not entirely clear whether tridacnids are food
remains or remnants of tool manufacture. Tridacnid adzes
are quite common in Micronesia and, according to oral
traditions, were said to have been used for quarrying stone
money prior to the introduction of metal tools by
Europeans (Gilliland 1975). Although no shell tools were
found at Omis, the possibility that Tridacnid adzes or chis-
els were made at the site cannot be completely ruled out.

Osborne (1979:88) remarks that when Tridacnid shells
are not wanted for tools, their meat is collected and the
massive shells left on the reef. He also notes that
Hippopus h. shells were not used for tools, although
more recent data suggest otherwise, if only rarely (Moir
1986-87:106). Because the fragmentation of tridacnid
remains is quite high (a weight of only 3.87 g per NISP),
questions arise as to what the Tridacnid shells were actu-
ally used for since the shells did not need to be taken if
nourishment was the intent for capture. We would expect
the shells to be highly fragmented if tool manufacture
was taking place. It is probable they were used in some
utilitarian fashion for cooking, adze production, or col-
lecting rainwater. But, given the small number of shell
artifacts found in excavation and the high fragmentation
of the assemblage, it is more likely that shellfish were
collected for dietary purposes. I would argue that given
the fragmentary nature of shellfish found at Omis Cave,
that the assemblage was crushed during quarrying activi-
ties and from the movement of soil and debitage, thus
making interpretation of tridacnid usage difficult.

Turtle. Nine fragments of hawksbill (Eretmochelys
imbricata) turtle carapace were found in Test Unit 2
(0-20 cmbs). Hawksbill is prized for its meat and cara-
pace for jewelry or utilitarian items, although these
pieces show no evidence of modification.

Fish. Identified fish remains include Serranidae
(grouper), Scaridae (parrotfish) and Labridae (wrasse),
all reef fish commonly recovered from archaeological
assemblages in Western Micronesia (Masse 1989).
Further analysis is in progress.



‘15971_Oceania_Archeology 8/4/02 15:13 Page 161

Summary and Conclusions

The archaeological evidence suggests that Omis Cave
was a major site for quarrying stone money disks and
that peoples living here were taking advantage of local
shellfish resources, especially giant clams. Architectural
features constructed from limestone and coral rock
demonstrate that quarry workers needed to devise meth-
ods for lifting and moving stone money to ensure their

successful transport back to Yap.

Central to the investigation of Yapese stone money quar-
rying is determining the processes involved in the produc-
tion of stone money and how Yapese carvers made use of
the sites. Results from Omis Cave suggest the following:

1. Architectural features such as the dock and rock wall,
although not described in oral traditions, would have aided
quarry workers in lifting and moving disks out of the cave
onto watercraft. These architectural features are also found
at other quarry sites and were probably an important
mechanism for ensuring that the breakage of disks was

minimized and subsequent transport successful.

2. Contrary to previous statements about stone money
mineralogical composition, XRD and petrographic
analyses indicate that the material used in manufacturing
stone money at Omis Cave is calcitic limestone, not

aragonite or other rock types.

3. Limestone debitage served several functions. It was
moved away from the central work areas for use as fill
and to make room for more detailed carving and abra-
sion, and as a building medium to facilitate the transport
of stone money disks out of the cave. This is substanti-
ated by the great quantity of debitage found in test units

and in architectural features such as the dock.

4. Pottery found within stratified deposits may repre-
sent evidence of interaction between Palauans and
Yapese during the quarrying process. Petrographic analy-
sis indicate that most, if not all sherds, were made from
local Palauan raw materials and implies one or more of
the following: Palauans and Yapese were interacting on a
level yet unknown, perhaps with gifts of food contained
in ceramic vessels; Yapese quarry workers were making
pottery with Palauan clays and tempers; Early or con-
temporary Palauan pottery was intermixed into Yapese

quarry deposits.

5. The predominance of Tridacnid shell in the faunal
assemblage may indicate the importance this type of fau-
nal material had for both subsistence and tool making.

The use of carbonate rock by indigenous groups in the
Pacific is uncommon. Archaeological documentation of
Yapese stone money quarrying adds to the list of raw
materials used by Pacific Islanders and is a testament to
their ingenuity of searching and traveling long distances
for exotic resources. Stone money manufacture is also
the only recorded example thus far of one Pacific Island
culture traveling to another island group for limestone.
All known sources suggest this exchange system was
occurring before European contact making stone money
the largest portable artifacts ever transported over open

ocean prehistorically in Oceania.

(Blaeﬁ}p%ate)

Further research is needed to help develop a strong
temporal framework for when stone money quarrying
was taking place, the geographical distribution of quar-
ries throughout the Palauan archipelago, the tools used in
carving disks, and how European technologies and
involvement transformed this unique exchange system.
On-going analysis of material collected from two addi-
tional quarries at Metuker ra Bisech and Chelechol ra
Orrak will surely expand on the information we now
have about Yapese stone money quarrying in Palau in an
effort to better understand Western Carolinian interaction
spheres and exchange networks through time.
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