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The Region and Paleo-environment


The northwest Florida Region that encompasses the Letchworth Site as well as Tallahassee is generally defined as encompassing the Florida Panhandle east to the Aucilla river.  The area that I will discuss here lies between the Chipola and the Aucilla Rivers. Frequently, there are cultural differences between the inland groups who relied on the inland resources of what are now Leon and Jefferson counties and those who utilized coastal resources. Since our area of interest is the former, I will focus primarily on the inland subsistence strategies.

Paleoindian

This region has been inhabited by people for over 12,000 years.  The earliest people are referred to as the Paleoindians.  During this time period the sea-level was much lower than it is today.  The Florida Peninsula was nearly twice as wide across as it currently is.  Due to the lower water table, areas which today are humid wetlands were then arid uplands.  Therefore, during this dry period, the large rivers and deep sinkholes played an important role in providing hospitable inland environments for the Paleoindian peoples.  It is likely that the majority of the Paleoindian peoples lived closer to the shore in what is today the inundated continental shelf.  The archaeological evidence has shown that these people were hunter/gatherers who relied heavily on mega-fauna and the sparse highland karstic watersystems which still exist today (such as the Aucilla, Wacissa, Steinhatchee, Oklawaha-Silver, Withlacoochee, Hillsborough, Chipola, and St. Johns river).  Further research has made us realize that small game and plant procurement were every bit as important, if not more important to the Paleindian diet than the mega-fauna that they are typically associated with.  In addition to the river basins, deep water sink holes such as Page/Ladsen, Warm Mineral Spring, and Little Salt Spring have shown a remarkable picture of paleoindian peoples and their reliance on the indigenous fauna.  Many of these submerged sites have delivered the remains of megafauna with paleoindian tools imbedded within.  The chief remnants of the paleoindian peoples are their lithic tools. These include Suwannee points, Clovis points, and Simpson Points.  Towards the end of the Paleoindian period the smaller; Bolen, Santa Fe, and Tallahassee points become more common.

Of course since preservation of organics aren’t as good as lithics, the archaeological record is skewed towards this particularly technology. The paleoindians would have also used antler and bone as part of their tool-kit.  In fact, in submerged contexts,  ivory spear shafts have been found.

Archaic

Following the Paleoindians were the Archaic peoples.  The Archaic periods were characterized by a change in technology most likely brought on as adaptations to a wetter, damper environment (Milanich, White).  The Archaic period is generally divided into 3 stages, Early, Middle, and Late based on different cultural adaptations.  

One of these technological changes is the shift away from thin spear points to thicker notched darts that were likely used with an atlatl.  Various other tools made from stone as well as ivory and bone such as scrapers, drills and awls would have been used by the Archaic peoples.  

During the later Archaic we see the development of regional variation as groups adapt to differing subsistence strategies. 

Deptford  (2,500-1,800 BP)
The Deptford period follows the Archaic in NorthWestern Florida. It is likely that this region was a cultural contact area with Poverty Point and other Adena and Hopewell Cultures throughout the Southeast (as indicated by the presence of exotics such as crystal quartz, mica, copper, steatite, and ground stone).  The Deptford period is usually broken into three stages based on ceramic typologies as well as the development of burial mounds, the increase of exchange networks, and the development of horticulture to supplement subsistence. 

The Block-Sterns site on Lake Lafayette and Site 8LE484 on the northern edge of Lake Miccosukee represent significant Deptford period sites that would have likely been in contact with the Deptford period peoples occupying the Letchworth Site.

Swift-Creek

In Northwest Florida, The Deptford period was followed by the Swift Creek. In Northern Florida, just east of the Aucilla there is usually no notable Swift-Creek presence. Instead the Deptford people transition straight into Fort Walton. Looking at the results of the 2001 Letchworth Auger Survey, this may be the case at Letchworth as well since no apparent Swift-Creek component was found.

Typically the northwestern Swift-Creek are distinguished by differing ceramic and lithic traits. In addition, an increase in exotic trade goods and an increase in population and socio-religious complexity is apparent.  

Weeden Island

Weeden Island peoples likely evolved locally after the collapse of exchange networks with the Hopewellian cultures to the north.  The area surrounding Tallahassee and including south Georgia and East Alabama is often referred to as the Weeden Island heartland (Milanich). 

Most of the defining work on Weeden Island peoples was done by Gordon Willey in the 1940s. Originally Willey divided the northwest Weeden Island culture into two phases: based on the appearance of Wakulla checked stamped pottery. 

Percy and Borse have since further divided Weeden Island into 5 phases based primarily on ceramic typologies.

Weeden Island has a great deal of variation depending on geographical region, as can be seen by this map.  The McKeithen site in the North Florida region, and the Kolomoki site in southwestern Georgia are two major Weeden Island mound complexes which appear to have some similarities to Letchworth.  In my opinion Letchworth has the capability to significantly expand our understanding of Weeden Island peoples in the northwest Florida region, and possibly change our understanding of them.

Fort Walton


The Fort Walton Culture appeared to come about due to contact with the major Mississippian centers to the north and west.  Fort Walton was the most politically complex indigenous culture that existed in the northwest Florida region.  The Fort Walton peoples practiced mound building, intensive agriculture, and had hierarchial settlement patterns that reflected other Mississippian societies.  Lake Jackson is a major Fort Walton period site. Prior to any extensive survey at Letchworth it was once hypothesized that Letchworth represented a Fort Walton period site such as Lake Jackson. If this was the case Lake Jackson would represent the Western capital while Letchworth would be the Eastern. It has since been demonstrated that the major occupation of the Letchworth site, and likely the architects of the Mound 1 construction, dated to the Weeden Island period.

Leon-Jefferson

In 1540 Hernando deSoto made his expedition from Tampa Bay, up through north Florida, into North Carolina, through Alabama all the way into Texas, and back through Louisiana.  

Between this period and the arrival of the first Spanish missionaries in 1633, the Late Apalachee Fort Walton culture in this area becomes what is referred to as the Leon-Jefferson culture.

The Leon-Jefferson Culture differs from the previous Late Apalachee Fort Walton culture by its use of both Apalachee Fort Walton and Lamar (Eastern Georgian) ceramic traditions. Lamar Complicated Stamped ceramics appear in the Apalachee area, and at the same time disappear in central Georgia. This likely demonstrates that the Lamar Creek peoples migrated south and either joined with the local Apalachees.
Creeks and Seminoles

Following the decline of the Spanish Mission system, migratory Creek populations and other indigenous peoples from what is now Georgia moved into the Apalachee region.  Circa 1750 the Muskogean speaking groups that we refer to as the Seminole moved into the north Florida region. These were the people occupying the region when in 1821, the United States took over occupation of Florida from the Spanish. US military incursions in what are now known as the Seminole Wars eventually attempted to forcibly remove these peoples west into Arkansas. Many who resisted either died or moved south where they eventually took up residence in the virtually uninhabited regions of the Florida Everglades.
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