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While Rhea M. Smith’s 1933 article 
“Anthropology in Florida” contains many 
historical innacuracies (the Spanish were not 
looking for the Fountain of Youth, and Florida’s 
Indigenous People were not cannibals, for 
example), it is a fascinating look into early 
archaeology in the state.

Many of the beautiful illustrations that are 
used throughout this magazine replace black 
and white engravings credited to Theodore de 
Bry based on drawings by Jaques Le Moyne 
that accompanied the articles when they 
appeared in the Florida Historical Quarterly. 
These images were originally “colorized” for 
French historian Charles de la Roncière’s 1928 
book Floride Française. These images were 
also included in the first English translation of 
that book, French Florida, edited by Ben DiBiase 
and published by FHS Press in 2014.

Since serious doubt has been cast upon 
the accuracy of these depictions of Florida’s 
Indigenous People, it is only appropriate that we 
include in this magazine the article “The Devil in 
the Details: Theodore de Bry, Jaques le Moyne, 
and Sixteenth-Century Engravings of Timucua 
Indians” by renowned Florida archaeologist 
Jerald T. Milanich. This article appeared as a 
chapter in his 2017 book Handfuls of History: 
Stories About Florida’s Past, published by FHS 
Press.

A century after the Florida Historical Society 
published most of these articles, the Florida 
Historical Archaeological Institute continues to 
bring historians and archaeologists together to 
tell the stories of our state’s evolving history and 
culture.

Unless otherwise noted, images 
in this edition are hand-colored 
reproductions of Dutch engraver 
Theodore de Bry’s famous images 
of Indian life based on pictures by 
Jacques LeMoyne de Morgues. 
The colorized versions were first 
published in Charles de La Roncière’s 
Floride Française: Scénes de la Vie 
Indienne (1928), and later in the first 
English translation, French Florida 
published by the Florida Historical 
Society Press (2014).
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so overflowing with food that the inhabitants 
freely gave of their abundance! Those 
who seemed “like unto angels” came to be 
denounced as savages, and to be suspected 
of witchcraft—as idolaters and necromancers, 
they were to be exterminated unless they could 
be used as slaves! So we are prone to pass 
from one extreme to another; if the Floridians 
of that day were disposed to be hospitable 
and kind, they were yet men who took offense 
when robbed and knew how to repel injury by 
hostility.

Study and observation have taught us to 
reject the theories which marked off the eras in 
human history as Ages of Gold and Silver and 
Bronze, until coming to our own time, which we 
called that of Iron, because general happiness 
seemed to have fled with Astrea to the stars! 
Instead of these divisions we know that in 
every age are people of every condition; today 
we can study the manners of the people of the 
Ages of Stone, because we can now mingle 
with tribes in like circumstances; even in the 
New World, there were, or had been but lately, 
palaces of stone, though yet savages of the 
most brutal characteristics roamed the interior, 
while some gentler than their visitors could be 
found on the Southern coasts.

The great mistake made by the Europeans 
was the assumption that these savages were 
rising from barbarism, as their ancestors in 
England and Germany and France and Spain 
had lately risen, as they would have said, “By 
the grace of God.” But the truth was, as now 
held, that a process of declension was going 
on; such condition as followed the downfall 
of the Roman Empire in Europe from which 
these observers were struggling to rise. The 
difference was that the American had been 
isolated, while in Europe successive waves 
of migration had brought advancement and 
compelled progress.

Science agrees with inspiration that human 
life began in Central Asia and flowed outward 
to Europe. The first man of whom science finds 
the trace is the Pithecanthropus Erectus—barely 
human in shape and little more than animal in 
mind. But the first European is an improvement 
on the original, and is known as the Piltdown or 
Neanderthal; certainly he possessed the land 
for centuries from the Thames to the Danube. 
With him roamed animals of like shape to those 
we know—not the monstrous forms we are 

digging from the rocks of our land. Against these 
he fought for life with flint-headed spears and 
clubs; the flints being first the forms he chose 
from accidental breakage, but finally rudely 
shaped by hand. Lands rose and sunk; climates 
varied and animals wandered north or south 
to escape the cold or to follow the invitation of 
renewed pasturage; man lived as best he might. 
Next, coming from the east, appeared a superior 
race before whose strength and cunning and 
superior weapons the Neanderthal vanished; 
the Cro-Magnon gave graceful forms and a 
fine surface to his stone implements; he began 
to fish, and so lived with less labor, and he 
drew forms and painted colors on the walls of 
the caves in which he dwelt, for the proof of 
his presence; he held Europe for 25,000 years. 
Then came the ancestor of the races known to 
us—the Etruscans of Italy and the Latins who 
conquered them, while the forests of France 
and Germany were still held by barbarians not 
so docile or kind as the Indians discovered in 
America.

Thus in Europe there was always movement; in 
America the immigration was confined to short 
distances. Before Britain was separated from 
the continent except by a river, and while Africa 
was joined to Europe by more than one natural 
bridge, variations of climate and arrangements 
of land and water may have opened the way 
in those remote times to a wave of immigration 
to America, but the date was at least too 
distant to admit of proof. The Nahua journeyed 
from Central America, and the Aztec set up 
a kingdom in Mexico; the Inca conquered to 
the north and south of Cuzco, but there was 
no exchanges of population from continent to 
continent. Cities were built in South America 
and Central America with which England and 
Germany and France of the same period had 
nothing to compare, but the builders were 
content to stay at home and had no dreams of 
assimilating and educating any beyond their 
immediate neighborhood.

Yet our own territory had but lately been the 
seat of a wide empire, and its disintegration did 
not long precede the arrival of the Spaniards 
at Tampa, and the Frenchmen at the mouth 
of the St. Johns. Of this empire the kindred 
families of the Muscogees were members, 
although the headship seems to have been 
vested in the Natchez on the Mississippi River. 
Of their wide domains the mounds are still the 
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Indian Marriage Processions
When a Creek warrior wished to marry, 

he sent his mother or his sister to consult 
the relations of the girl he had chosen. If his 
proposals were favorably received, he sent 
presents to her female relations; when those 
were not returned the two were considered 
betrothed. Then he built a house and planted a 
crop; when the harvest was ready he brought 
meat from the hunt, and she came as his wife to 
take possession. Either party could demand a 
divorce, but the woman could not marry again 
till after the next green corn dance, which was 
never more than a year since it was an annual 
festival. The children were entirely under the 
guidance of the wife; in case of divorce, she 
took them to her family, and they always 
belonged to her gens. All the household goods 
were the property of the wife; she could send 
the husband out of the house at will. All the men 
and women of the town joined in clearing the 
field for planting; the chief divided this common 
field into lots for each family. After the harvest 
each family contributed of its crop to the share 
of the family of the chief, and this was guarded 
to entertain visitors and strangers, for the 
support of the fighting bands, and as a reserve 
against a period of scarcity. Of this the chief 
could give a share to the needs of the European 
settlers, but when this was exhausted, he 
refused to give more; the supplies from private 
stocks were soon exhausted, then force was 
used by Europeans to extort more.

Each town was a separate community, and 
each sent a delegation to the national council. 
Each town had public buildings set about a 
square so as to form a tetragon; the government 
was administered by a Micco and his Old Men, 
or cabinet; but they were bound to observe 
customs and precedents which were accepted 
as laws. Over the national government 
council presided one chief in time of peace; 
on a declaration of war he was automatically 
displaced for some war chief; might not this 
arrangement prove a valuable hint to us, in 
view of our experience with presidents who 
are warriors, but not statesmen, and politicians 
who are not warriors; only Washington of all 
our presidents has been first in war and first 
in peace. All differences between the towns, 
which were in much like our States, were 
submitted to a body composed of the Peace 
Chief and the Ancients, which might have 

suggested our Supreme Court to Jefferson, 
had he known of the Indian institution, of which 
there is no proof; but the Muscogees preceded 
him in the only feature of our government that 
was original; since it is not the same as the old 
Greek Areopagus. But our constitution-makers 
are justly lauded throughout civilization, 
though they had knowledge of experiments 
of peoples of whom the Muscogees had never 
heard; many of them were scholars as well as 
statesmen, and all of them had the inheritance 
of centuries of regular government under the 
English law; what shall be said of the men who 
set up the Muscogee system?

In practice, the matrons of the Creek nation 
had the deciding voice in questions of peace 
and war; practically they could interpose a veto 
when a decision for war had been rendered. 
Have we gone so far as this? Do the suffragettes 
even demand so much?

We have heaps of volumes of law enacted 
for the preservation of fish and game; these 
needed no protection from the Indians, 
although the woods and waters furnished the 
tables of the inhabitants of the country.

There were no beggars among the 
Muscogees, because each man or woman had 
tasks which must be done, and for these food 
and clothing were paid unfailingly; while one 
family had a surplus there could be no hunger.

There were no prisons; for all offenses except 
murder punishment was prescribed, but if the 
offender chose to absent himself till after the 
occurrence of the annual festival, no mention 
of the offense was permitted. If a murderer 
took himself out of the country his absence was 
accepted as sufficient; if he returned he met 
the executioner. Thus the public was relieved 
of the most burdensome taxes of our systems; 
the Creeks had no policemen, no prisoners or 
prison-keepers; a judge was honored when the 
parties to a difference accepted him as arbiter 
and made no charge, but he was not compelled 
to serve nor the disputants expected to pay for 
his services.

If scandal arose because of the talk of a 
woman, the matrons investigated the case and 
punished the guilty party in case the charges 
were not proved. If a man made the charge the 
warriors investigated and punished.
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like the lard, was clear and of good taste, and 
also a honeycomb which the Christians had 
never seen before, nor saw afterwards, nor 
honey, nor bees, in all the country.” Yet honey 
was soon found to be a staple article of trade.

Bartram testifies that in a residence of several 
months in an Indian town, he never heard a man 
speak angrily to a woman; he never heard of a 
man cruelly treating a child; he never heard of 
a family contention about children or property.

Others have testified that in a Muscogee 
Village theft was unknown; a trader’s property 
was entirely safe if left exposed to public view, 
exactly as our show windows are used for 
advertisement. There was no hunger; there 
was no overwork. If it be true that the Indians 
were never afflicted with consumption and 
other diseases of kindred character, there is 
a disease of the feet caused by intrusion of a 
germ, due to lack of sanitation, but the germ 
was imported from Africa and was never heard 
of in aboriginal America. Smallpox is a filth 
disease; America never heard of it till a negro 
in the train of Narvaez brought it to Mexico. 

One other instance: The water at Hot Springs 
in Arkansas is a specific for certain diseases; 
the government of the United States obtained 
possession of the springs and admitted all to 
them, but those who cannot pay must take 
the refuse after the rich have had the benefit. 
All aboriginal America had the free use of 
such waters, in Arkansas and at Saratoga and 
in Virginia; doubtless in North Carolina also. 
Members of tribes at war with those about 
these springs could pass freely with their 
families and were allowed to remain as long 
as they desired, the friends of the diseased 
hunting freely while taking the treatment. There 
was no ownership of such provisions for health, 
just as there was only tribal ownership of lands; 
the man who could not support a family under 
such conditions must be worthless indeed. Age 
was honored—the public holding that a support 
was amply repaid in the advice given by the 
experienced.

Let it not be understood that all the tribes 
were living under these conditions; we 
speak only of the Muscogees, who were the 
Apalachees of Florida; not even their kindred, 









2024 Adventures in Florida Archaeology 11

sense that our States are independent, with a 
common subjection in some respects to the 
council in which every village was represented. 
The township system in Massachusetts bore a 
very close likeness to that of the tribes holding 
the country when the white man came and the 
likeness is continued in our constitution today 
for the government of the nation. Thus the 
American began under a socialistic conception 
which some of us would renew in many respects.

The Indians of our territory had no domestic 
animal except a dog which they had reclaimed 
and partly domesticated from the wolf of their 
forests, but on the Pacific coast they had tamed 
the turkey. For the summer they had booths of 
branches and leaves, caring little for the rain, 
but when the cold required it they built huts 
of wattled branches or other easily adapted 
materials which they strengthened with clay 
and grass mats; “daubed within and without 
with clay and the door is very little; they shut it 
by night and make fire within so that they are 

in it as warm as in a stove and so it continueth 
all night so that they need not clothes. Besides 
these they have others for summer and their 
kitchens near them where they bake their 
bread. And they have barbacoas where they 
keep their Maiz, which is a house set up on four 
stakes, boarded about like a chamber and 
the floor of it is cane hurdles. * * * And about 
them they have many lofts wherein they lay 
up maiz and deer skins and mantles of the 
country which is like blankets; they make them 
of the inner bark of trees and of a nettle which, 
being beaten is like flax. The women cover 
themselves with these mantles. They put one 
on from the waist downward and another over 
the shoulder with the right arm out, like unto the 
Egyptians.” So says the Gentleman of Elvas who 
passed with De Soto through the country.

The possession of Florida in our time was 
disputed by the French, the Spaniards, and 
the English; even so when the white man came 
he found three distinct races struggling for it. 
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from without and acted together only to meet 
a common danger though a seeming alliance 
may have continued for a long period. Of such 
a nature was the confederacy of the Six Nations 
or Iroquois, that of the Muscogees and the one 
over which Powhatan presided in Virginia.

Lowery and many other students insist that 
the Indian had no idea of a supreme being 
except as Christian influences have so shaped 
his superstitions. “But the Indian feared the 
powers of nature in their visible aspects, 
in their constant influence on his life, in his 
success or failure in the war or in the chase, 
in the abundance of rain for his crops and his 
recovery from disease. Wherever he could 
trace an influence exercised over him by any 
object whatsoever he immediately endowed 
it with intelligent being and propitiated it by 
sacrifice or prayer.” That may be; if so we are 
still compelled to admit that the Indian owed 
many virtues to nature. He was simply amazed 
to find that the Spaniard did not hesitate to 
break his pledged word; before the Indian had 

experience of the white man’s code a promise 
to him was enough. Even yet, the most amazing 
charge he can make against the white man is 
that of bad faith and the fact that “The big chief 
of the white men is a liar all the time” seems 
more wonderful to the Seminole than the white 
man’s power.

The Indian is accused of worshipping his 
maize; is the authority sufficient? What are his 
dances and ceremonial observances but our 
celebration of the harvest home? “Dances, feasts 
and fasts were celebrated in its honor;” did our 
ancestors “worship” wheat because the last 
sheaf was brought in with dances and songs? 
The Puritans condemned the dances around 
the May-pole and it is true that this festival also 
was once idolatrous, but did the dance and 
the song necessarily imply worship? The Indian 
was accused of “animal worship,” and here he 
may be more guilty, but this, with him, was much 
nearer akin to ancestor-worship in which he 
bears company with those of corresponding 
culture throughout the world. We are taught 
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vestige of the settlement now remains, 
except the ruins of a fort, one or two 
pieces of old artillery, almost in a state of 
decomposition.

In the issue of the Pensacola Gazette and 
West Florida Advertiser of November 27, 1824, 
the location of Fort San Luis is aptly described 
as:

. . . about twenty miles from the 
coast. It is the only high and perfectly 
commanding spot in this part of the 
country; a narrow winding ridge rises 
gradually for half a mile, ending in a very 
high bluff, surrounded by a deep swamp, 
on this bluff the fort was erected.

When the capital of territorial Florida was 
located much interest was shown in the natural 
beauties of the country which surrounded this 
new “city in the wilderness.” The ruins of Fort San 
Luis received their share of attention, not only 
in newspaper articles but also in the writings of 
travellers passing through the region. A letter3 

from Judge H. M. Brackenridge, of Florida, to 
Colonel White the delegate from the Territory, 
tells of the destruction of San Luis, thus:

The appearance of a dense population, 
which seems to me to have covered the 
country has induced me to make some 
inquiry . . . While in Havana I could learn 

nothing; but while in Charleston I met 
with an English work, Robert’s account of 
Florida 1763, which gives a piece of history 
apparently little known. The district of 
Apalache, it appears was inhabited 
by a race called Atimaco Indians 
with whom the Spaniards became 
intermingled. The Yamassee Indians 
who lived near St. Augustine backed 
by those of Apalache made frequent 
excursions into the new settlements of 
South Carolina threatening them with 
total destruction. In consequence of 
this Col. Moor, Governor of that State, 
made three inroads into their country, in 
the years 1702, 1704, and 1706 marching 
to the Flint River, then taking a direction 
south towards Tallahassee. In the last 
expedition, he entirely defeated the 
Spanish Governor, the don Juan Mexia, 
killing and taking prisoners above 800 
of the Spanish and Indians—Don Mexia 
himself being one of the prisoners—Col. 
Moor transported 1400 of the Indians 
and fixed them in a settlement near the 
Savannah River. The settlements were 
entirely destroyed. This agrees tolerably 
well with the traditionary account of the 
old Indian, Chefixico, who says that his 
father told him the settlements formed 
by the intermarriage of the Spanish and 
Indians had been destroyed by a great 
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footing; the males were all destroyed, 
and the women taken for wives or slaves.

But the country had been so entirely 
cleared, that there was no game, and 
the domestic animals having been 
destroyed during the war, the great 
body of Indians returned to their nation. 
The Indians who remained formed a new 
race, who were called Seminoles, which 
in the Hitchy language signifies run 
wild. The old Indian himself went to the 
Apalachicola—no Indian lived near St. 
Louis—until the forests grew up, when he 
returned about the time the Tallahassee 
and Mikasuky towns were built. He 
represents the Spanish population to 
have been very numerous, but could 
give no precise idea of their numbers. 
The Indians had no firearms being 
armed with bows and arrows and clubs. 
In order to protect themselves from the 
effect of the shot, they suspended thick 
boards about their necks and which 
did not always answer the purpose. The 
Indians have preserved a superstitious 
story which keeps them at an awful 
distance from San Luis. They say that the 
Spaniards, on quitting San Luis, buried 
their church ornaments, and with them 
some bottles of medicine (magic) which 
would prove fatal to them if they were 
touched. They cannot be prevailed upon 
to accompany the whites there even to 
show the place.

Of the appearance of the ruins at about 
the time Tallahassee was established as 
the territorial capital, we find several other 
reports. John Lee Williams, who was one of the 
commissioners appointed to select the site for 
the new capital, wrote to Richard Keith Call as 
follows: 5

Among the curiosities of the country 
we discovered an old Spanish Fort on a 
commanding hill about half way from 
Oclockney to Tallahassee. The south line 
of it measured 71 paces, the north 55, 
the east and west ends about 46. It had 
bastions near the angles, and in the spring 
about fifty feet down the ravine, east of 
the works, we discovered the breach 
of a six-pound field piece, and near it 
another piece of the same dimensions, 

from which the muzzle was broken. An 
ancient Indian of old Tallahassee, told 
us that the fort was taken by the Creeks, 
when he was a boy, near a hundred 
years ago, that the country tho thickly 
settled with the Spaniards was broke up, 
that the Yamassee Indians then called 
Bone, were friends of the Spaniards and 
also cut off. . . .

In A View of West Florida6 the same writer 
speaks more at length regarding this ruin and 
its appearance:

Extensive forts were erected, on 
many commanding eminences. Fort St. 
Lewis was situated two miles west of 
Tallahassee. Its form was an irregular 
parallelogram; the eastern and longest 
side was fifty-two paces. Within the 
moat, two brick edifices had been 
erected; one sixty by forty, the other thirty 
by twenty feet. There were bastions at 
each corner. The outward defenses are 
extensive. A covered way led to a spring, 
in a deep ravine, under the north-east 
wing of the fort. Here were discovered 
two broken cannon, one of them having 
only the muzzle broken off; this has been 
removed to Tallahassee, and again 
awakens the echoes of the distant hill 
on days of rejoicing. Many articles of old 
iron have been discovered about this 
old ruin. Before it, trees and grape vines 
grow, in the order in which they were 
planted: the rows are distinctly traced, 
although overrun with a more recent 
forest.

A few sentences found in the Pensacola 
Gazette of April 2, 1825, add another fragment 
to the picture on this hill top as seen in the early 
twenties:

These [the two brick edifices] are 
in total ruins, and nothing but the 
mound appears where the walls stood, 
composed wholly of broken bricks, 
which had been composed of a coarse 
sandy clay and burned in the modern 
fashion. Yet on the very walls of these 
buildings are oaks eighteen inches in 
diameter. On the same hill, and in fact 
within the outworks of this fort, are to be 
seen grape arbors in parallel lines, which 
still maintain their pristine regularity.









In 1896, Frank Hamilton Cushing led an archaeological excavation on Marco Island, 
uncovering ancient artifacts of the Calusa, including the Key Marco Cat.
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Muskhogean confederacy; and they 
possibly accepted more or less the 
language or perhaps the main language 
of the more highly cultured southerners.16

There are two strong impressions in regard 
to the Florida Indians—the first, that so little is 
known about them, and the second, that they 
have so completely vanished. We do know that 
in the northern part of the peninsula were the 
Timucua and in the south the Calusa. The Ais, 
Tekesta, Hobe, and other tribes were scattered 
along the southern and eastern coasts—all 
of them of a rather low culture, some without 
agriculture—and were more or less subject to 
the Calusa.17 The Calusa tribe held the southwest 
coast from about Tampa Bay to Cape Sable 
and Cape Florida,

together with all the outlying keys, and 
extending inland to Lake Okeechobee. They 
claimed more or less authority also over the 
tribes of the east coast north to about Cape 
Canaveral.18

Nothing definite is known in regard to 
the linguistic affinity of the Calusa or their 
immediate neighbors, although the dialects of 
the west coast are generally classed with the 
Muskhogean.

These Indians, living “partly in amity, partly 
in discord,” were grouped in “villages along 
the Atlantic and the Gulf coasts, about the 
inland sounds and lakes, and along the rivers.” 
Their organization and culture was in general 
like that of the southern tribes. They lived 
on molluscs, fish, game, roots, wild fruit, and 
vegetables that were raised in gardens or small 
fields. “They were largely a canoe people, and 
the men were reputed as fighters.”

Living predominantly on the low 
swampy mangrove- and insect-plagued 
keys and coasts that were further 
liable to inundation during storms, they 
constructed extensive shell-heaps that 
would serve as safe, dry and clean 
platforms for their habitations. They 
also constructed canals and sheltered 
lagoons for their canoes, brought where 
necessary the shell detritus and muck for 
their gardens, and built sand and shell 
mounds for burials and other purposes.19

Physically the Timucua of northern Florida, 
the St. Johns River Indians, and the Calusa 
were the same people, although Dr. Hrdlička 
found two types of skulls, one a prevalent and 
fundamental type and the other less numerous 
and more recent. The brachycephals were 
found over the northern two thirds of the 
peninsula, while the oblong heads were more 
frequent in the southern third and along parts 
of the east coast. The former have physical 
affinities to the immediate north and west, but 
were probably derived from the northwest, 
west, or southwest, and indications favor 
Mexico. Since the discovery this type has 
become very largely extinct except in the mixed 
survivors of the Choctaw. The more oblong-
headed elements of Florida are identified with 
the Seminoles and other Muskhogean tribes of 
northern derivation. In stature the Florida males 
were decidedly robust, not giants in stature, 
but strong in frame and muscalature, so that it 
“can be readily understood that they had the 
reputation of fierce fighters.”20

As for the Seminoles, they were Creeks 
who came across the Mississippi before 
Columbus and dwelled north and northwest 
of the peninsula, settling in the northern part 
of Florida after 1732 and making frequent 
incursions into central Florida. Most of them 
were transported to the Indian Territory after 
the second Seminole War (18361842) and 
the remnants, about 600 strong, dwell in the 
Everglades. Thus the Seminoles do not belong 
to the prehistory of Florida, but there is much 
work to be done in securing more detailed and 
authentic information concerning their customs 
and manner of living.

Most of the data that have been assembled 
in regard to prehistoric man in Florida have 
come from archaeological investigation, 
but in this work there is much yet to be done. 
There is need for the discovery and mapping 
of unexplored mounds so that they can be 
scientifically investigated before the process of 
levelling them off into fields increases with the 
growth of the population of Florida. In addition, 
curio seekers have destroyed many mounds 
and this tendency will continue as long as 
unqualified persons are permitted to dig into 
mounds. In 1882, Andrew E. Douglass wrote that 
the mounds were
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fading away under the corrosion of 
agriculture and the elements, and the 
more serious evil of the curiosity of relic 
hunters, intent simply upon the acquisition 
of some object of pecuniary value, in 
different meanwhile to the characteristics 
of the mound they destroy, and to the 
facts attending the locality of the objects 
obtained which may invest them with 
peculiar archaeological value. Relics of 
metal have gone into the melting pot and 
others of stone have been broken in the 
handling and finally thrown away and 
lost.21

There is much weight to Dr. Hrdlička’s plea for 
the erection of national reservations where 
the mounds are particularly interesting or 
plentiful, where archaeologists may be able 
to work carefully and leisurely in the task of 
ascertaining more concerning the prehistoric 
peoples of Florida. He spoke of “Brown’s Place” 
on Turner’s River as “the most noteworthy group 
of shell heaps and mounds to be found in the 
entire region.”

The site is so characteristic, and 
probably so important to science, that 
steps, it would seem, ought to be taken 
to preserve it for posterity, which could 
best be done by making it a national 
reservation. The expense of this at 
present would be in. significant, and little 
time should be lost in having it carefully 
surveyed, which could be done with no 
great cost or difficulty at a time when the 
mosquito pest abates in some measure.22

But even the task of digging into a mound by 
competent persons is not an easy one. Numerous 
obstacles exist. The chief is, of course, the 
financial one, concerned with the equipment 
and maintenance of the expeditions for work 
in regions that are often inaccessible except by 
boat as is the case in the Ten Thousand Islands. 
And the mounds generally lie along the coast 
or some waterway and are overgrown with 

trees and underbrush so that the physical labor 
required is not small, particularly when the 
mounds are, as in the keys, in swampy regions 
that are covered with rank vegetation and 
trees. Also, the digging cannot commence until 
the permission of the owner of the land has 
been obtained which in some instances has 
been difficult. But finally and second to the 
financial obstacle in difficulty is the biological 
one. It is hard to choose a season when the 
mosquitoes or sandflies or redbugs or snakes 
are not decided pests and a menace to the 
proper attention to the work. And often after 
all these obstacles have been overcome the 
returns are very small.

One of the early investigators of the Florida 
mounds was Dr. Jeffries Wyman, who worked 
in the fresh water shell mounds along the St. 
Johns River, particularly around Lake George 
and Palatka, at various times from 1860 to 1875. 
He concluded that most of these mounds were 
completed and had been abandoned before 
the whites landed in Florida. He wrote in 1875:

The only records we have of the 
earliest inhabitants of the St. John’s are 
the shell mounds and the comparatively 
few implements they contain. Judging 
from these of the progress the natives 
had made, it is clear that they too had 
passed out of the primitive stage, had 
become hunters, had made some 
progress in the useful arts, and however 
rude their implements they were such as 
could only have been the result of long 
continued efforts. They have left no signs 
of having learned the art of agriculture, 
but their tools, if they had any, may have 
been of a perishable nature. In the oldest 
mounds no pottery has been discovered, 
the builders of them no doubt having 
been ignorant of it. Though implements 
of wrought shell, bone, and stone are 
met with, they are not numerous, and 
those of stone from the interior of the 
mounds are quite rare.23

He also concluded that the older natives 
subsisted chiefly on fish and shellfish since the 
bones of animals obtained by hunting on land 
were in comparatively small numbers. But when 
the whites came these natives had outlived the 
mode of life which gave rise to these habits or 
had been replaced by others of different habits.

Carlos, King of the Calusa, as 
depicted by Theodore Morris.
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Cushing termed the aboriginal culture of the 
Florida Keys a pile-dwelling one, but Hrdlička 
thought the term an unmerited one. The 
remains in the Ten Thousand Islands consist of 
shell heaps from an acre to fifty acres in size, 
arranged in such a way as to indicate a system 
of construction.

These heaps are not simple kitchen 
middens, but purposely built ridges or 
mounds, from all available shell. They 
were elevated platforms, which the 
Indian was obliged to build before he 
could feel assured of the safety of his 
habitation from inundation during high 
tide or storms. They are rather sterile 
though not barren of remains, both 
cultural and skeletal; but rare individual 
isolated shell mounds have served for 
burials.28

It is not necessary to enter into a description 
of the various objects of wood and shell that 
were found “in the muck at the bottom of a 
small triangular court enclosed between ridges 
of shell,”29 for they are described in detail in 
Cushing’s preliminary report. It is evident that 
they represented

the remains of a people not only well 
advanced to ward barbaric civilization, 
but of a people with a very ancient and 
distinctive culture.30

The collections represent what Cushing called 
a Shell Age phase of human development and 
culture. The peoples who once inhabited Key 
Marco understood platting, weaving, and 
basketry making. They were a maritime folk 
engaged in fishing in the waters of the Ten 
Thousand Islands that teemed with fish. They 
had fish preserves in the lagoons that were 
shut off in such a manner that fish were unable 
to escape, an invention of theirs that probably 
spread to the interior of the southeastern 
states. The important possession of each man 
was his canoe, generally a light, flat bottomed 
affair, built rather narrow in order to run the 
tidal currents and low breakers. It is evident 
that dogs were used in hunting at Key Marco, 
for skulls were found that are identified as of 
the same type as the Inca dogs of Peru.

This “desert of the waters” in which these 
aborigines lived

both forced and fostered rapid and high 

development of the people who entered it 
and elected or were driven to abide in it.

To build the shell keys and provide an ample 
supply of fish it was necessary for the men 
“to unite in each single enterprise” which 
led “to increased communality, but also to a 
higher, and in this case, an effective degree of 
organization.” The dangers which were greater 
than those of human foemen necessitated

far more arduous communal effort in the 
construction of places, rather than houses, 
of harbors and storm defenses, rather than 
fortified dwellings, and the construction 
of these places under such difficulty and 
stress, led to far more highly concerted 
action and therefore developed necessarily 
not only sociologic organization nearly as 
high, but perforce a far higher executive 
governmental organization.

So it was probable that a favored class was 
developed and chieftains were nearly regal in 
power and tenure, even in civil office.31

These people were probably the Calusa 
and the power of the Calusa chief was indeed 
great. Special food was prepared for him and 
first born sons were sacrificed in his honor, while 
human sacrifices were made at his death.32

Hrdlička, who also explored this region in 1918, 
concluded that the southwestern coast

was peopled during late pre-Columbian 
and well into historic times by a large 
Indian population of homogeneous 
nature culturally, though possibly not 
somatologically.33

The remaining problems that confront the 
anthropologist in this region are, first, what 
became of all this population as well as of the 
more northern coastal groups; second, what 
were these groups; and, third, did the remains 
of the Calusa group merge with parts of the 
Seminole tribe.

Of course we know of their struggles 
with the Spanish and their partial 
deportation; but it seems strange that 
such a large population, not only of the 
west coast but of other parts of Florida, 
should have completely disappeared 
since the Spanish connections with the 
Peninsula.34
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The most  extensive work  that has yet 
been done in Florida archaeology was that 
undertaken  by Clarence B. Moore who 
published accounts of his investigations from 
1894-1918 in the Journal of the Academy of 
Natural Sciences of Philadelphia. His work 
covered practically the whole of the west 
coast from Pensacola to the Ten Thousand 
Islands and the St. Johns River mounds. It was 
a monumental task, particularly in the value 
of the collections of skeletons and skulls and 
pottery he made from the mounds, which 
serve as the basis for the detailed study of the 
archaeology of the state. His conclusions had 
to do principally with burials and pottery and it 
is necessary to mention some of them, not only 
because of the importance of his work, but 
because of the value of his collections as keys 
in the study of the aborigines of Florida.

He found the shell deposits of the southwestern 
coast of great interest as monuments of the 
aborigines, but their contents offered him 
little reward for his investigations. The sand 
mounds of the southern coast were mainly for 
domiciliary purposes, and those that contained 
burials yielded but few artifacts and little 
pottery. The failure to place earthenware with 
the dead was attributed to the fact that the 
custom did not obtain there. Moore wrote in 
1905: “An attempt to duplicate a discovery such 
as Mr. Cushing’s would resemble a search for a 
needle in a haystack.”35

He found Wyman’s investigations among the 
sand mounds of the St. Johns to have been 
superficial. While objects of European origin, 
such as glass, bells, and buttons were found, 
they were largely intrusive and most of the 
mounds were of precolumbian times. Here the 
custom of burying the most valued possessions 
with the dead did prevail, although in a few 
mounds sherds and earthenware were entirely 
absent. Moore’s work was so thorough in this 
region that he could write in 1894:

We are of the opinion that no extended 
notice of the river mounds can ever again 

be written, and we sincerely hope that 
others may be induced to take up and 
to publish reports of the mounds of the 
east coast, of the west coast, and of the 
interior, that the archaeology of Florida 
may be redeemed from the obscurity 
that has hitherto characterized it.36

Moore’s investigations along the east 
coast corroborated the conclusions of A. E. 
Douglass that most of the mounds were pre-
Columbian since the objects connected with 
white civilization were entirely superficial. His 
investigations in Duval County along the St. 
Johns between Jacksonville and the sea led 
him to conclude:

It is evident that this part of the river 
sustained a considerable population in 
former times, rendered possible, perhaps, 
by the great abundance of oysters in the 
waters near the river’s mouth, where the 
low marshes are still studded with shell-
heaps and a few years back contained 
deposits of great size.37

In his work along the St. Johns Moore 
studied copper objects especially and 
concluded that the copper found with objects 
of European make was almost universally 
not copper but brass, and that brass did not 
occur with the original deposits of copper 
in mounds that otherwise contained only 
objects of unquestioned aboriginal origin. The 
workmanship of the copper along the St. Johns 
was found to be aboriginal and its production 
was also aboriginal, as he showed by proofs 
of a mechanical, archaeological, and chemical 
nature. This copper Moore held to be derived 
from various sources, but the main supply was 
obtained from the Lake Superior region. This, 
therefore, indicates that the aborigines of the 
St. Johns were in contact with the northern 
Indians and possibly had more knowledge 
of workmanship in copper than is generally 
supposed.38

Probably the greatest contribution Clarence 
B. Moore made, besides his exhaustive 
investigation of several hundred mounds, was 
his collection of pottery, the detailed study of 
which in relation to the pottery of neighboring 
regions might lead to a greater knowledge 
of the life of the aborigines. In 1901, after his 
investigation along the northwest coast, he 
wrote:

A Tequesta woman making 
pottery, as depicted by 
Theodore Morris.
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be written about the prehistory of Florida, as 
the material is unearthed. Floridians can best 
contribute by locating new mounds, carefully 
mapping and measuring them, and then 
cooperate with competent anthropologists 
with financial aid for scientific excavation. The 
interest of anthropologists has been shown in 
the contributions they have made in getting 
at the truth about the aborigines of Florida. 
It is now time for the scientific and historical 
organizations of Florida to come to their aid in 
complete and unselfish cooperation that the 
prehistory of the State may be written.
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