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Unearthing the Missions of Spanish Florida
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Nearly 30 years have passed since the publication of the edited volume, The 
Spanish Missions of La Florida (McEwan 1993). In that volume, a “blue rib-
bon” group of scholars from multiple disciplines contributed the most up-
to-date corpus of information on mission research available for the Florida 
missions. In the 1980s and 1990s, mission archaeology was at the forefront 
of scholarly research programs at the University of Florida (Hoffman, Ho-
shower, Loucks, and Saunders), Florida Museum of Natural History (Cordell, 
Deagan, Johnson, Milanich, and Weisman), American Museum of Natural 
History (Larsen, Thomas), Florida State University (Marrinan), and the Flor-
ida Bureau of Archaeological Research (Baker, McEwan, Mitchem, Vernon, 
and Shapiro). Those multiyear projects produced substantial amounts of data 
and new understandings of the interactions between Indigenous groups and 
Spaniards.
 The present volume brings together a multidisciplinary group of scholars 
working on the Spanish missions in La Florida and the Indigenous people who 
occupied them. Prior to our current volume, two substantial works synthesized 
the then-current research on missions, both published by the University of 
Florida Press/University Press of Florida. The first was Here They Once Stood: 
The Tragic End of the Apalachee Missions by Mark F. Boyd, Hale G. Smith, and 
John W. Griffin (1951), which presented documentary translations that por-
trayed events in Apalachee Province along with reports of the first archaeologi-
cal work undertaken on mission sites. Forty-two years after the Boyd, Smith, 
and Griffin publication, The Spanish Missions of La Florida, edited by Bonnie 
G. McEwan (1993), brought together the findings of mission research—both 
archaeological and historical—in those intervening years. The chapters in that 
book ranged from site-specific studies of mission complexes to material cul-
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ture studies to analyses of the lived experiences within mission communities in 
the Guale, Apalachee, and Timucua provinces (the latter including the Maya-
cas and Jororos).
 Research on mission sites and communities has waxed and waned since 
1993, with resurgence in academic interest in the past decade. Unearthing the 
Missions of Spanish Florida brings together archaeologists, historians, and 
ethnomusicologists to present the cutting-edge in Mission archaeology in 
Apalachee and Timucua provinces. The contributors build on the foundational 
studies included in the 1951 and 1993 volumes. They bring together current 
data and interpretations from additional years of research on questions such as 
missionization, settlement, foodways, soundscapes, conflict and warfare, and 
the lived experiences of Indigenous peoples and Spaniards during the Mission 
period. Mission settlements were established throughout Spanish Florida (La 
Florida), extending north from St. Augustine into the middle Georgia coast 
and linking St. Augustine on the East Coast to San Luis de Talimali, the west-
ern capital in Apalachee Province in the Tallahassee area. Missions also were 
established in north central Florida near Lake City, Gainesville, and Ocala. 
The focus of the chapters in this volume is on mission sites located within the 
boundaries of modern-day Florida.

The Spanish Mission Period of Florida’s History

Spain’s exploration and colonization of La Florida is not a history that is well 
known among the residents of the state of Florida. There are many reasons 
for this disconnect. Certainly, the migratory nature of Florida’s contempo-
rary population is one. Another significant factor is the overwhelming con-
centration on United States history in our educational institutions and a de-
valuation of any history before English-speaking colonists arrived in Virginia 
and Massachusetts. Florida was not one of the “first thirteen” colonies, but 
rather was colonized by the archenemies (Spain and France) of the English 
colonists who represent the bedrock of United States history. Florida has a 
long history, longer than the history of the English colonies, and longer than 
that of the United States. The history of the Spanish-Indian missions in La 
Florida is a part of that history, a brief period in the larger sweep of time, but 
of great consequence to the Indigenous communities of the Spanish Border-
lands, the area between Florida and California. Mission settlements were a 
significant part of that landscape from late in the sixteenth century to the 
eighteenth century.
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Missions as Religious, Social, and Administrative Places

Just as the history of Spain in Florida has been undervalued in public educa-
tion in the state, the knowledge that Spanish missions were once a significant 
part of the landscape of northern Florida is not widely appreciated. What is 
meant by the term, Spanish mission? It was a settlement of varying size where 
Indigenous peoples lived and worked under the direction of a foreign religious 
leader and their native chiefs. Church and state were inseparable in Spanish 
government. Missionization, a means of frontier pacification, was to be funded 
by the Crown. All costs of administrative, military, and missionary activity in 
the New World were to be paid by the Crown. Because the friars were men-
dicants, all financial support—whether for the construction and furnishing of 
the mission church, for the conduct of the sacred liturgy, or the maintenance of 
the friar—was the responsibility of the colonial governor in St. Augustine. This 
arrangement, plus the ebb and flow of wealth in the Spanish empire, meant that 
the friars and the Indigenous people they served were dependent on govern-
ment officials who often had other priorities.
 To the archaeologist in Florida, a mission is a place where the location of 
a sixteenth-, seventeenth-, or eighteenth-century religious-led settlement of 
Indigenous people has been identified through the presence of diagnostic ma-
terial objects, structural evidence, and, sometimes, human skeletal remains. 
Unlike the California or Texas missions, the Florida missions left no standing 
structures. It is the debris of everyday life, deposited around domestic and 
ritual spaces, that indicates where generations of Indigenous people lived un-
der the direction of Catholic clergy and their chiefs. In Florida, native chiefs 
retained their roles, acting as middlemen in trade as well as in the provision of 
labor for the hated repartimiento, the labor levy owed to Spanish authorities.

Archaeological Correlates of Mission Life

What evidence confirms that an archaeological site is a mission? Material cul-
ture may provide the first clue. Often a mixture of Indigenous earthenware 
fragments (potsherds) and European-introduced ceramics are present on 
the surface of the land. Beside ceramics, various objects made from metals 
(iron, bronze, brass, gold, and silver) may be observed. Glass beads also are 
frequently recovered on mission sites. The types of ceramics, both Indigenous 
and European-introduced, and the types of beads provide an indication of time 
of occupation. Ceramic, metal, and glass artifacts may be evident on the site 
surface, but structural features are also important indicators. These are harder 
to see since many of the sites have been farmed or have been affected by post–
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World War II development, both public and private. To determine whether 
structures indicative of a mission are present, excavation generally is necessary, 
but sometimes, remote sensing (e.g., aerial photography, ground-penetrating 
radar, or magnetometry) can be helpful in determining the presence of buried 
structures. Confirmation of an archaeological site as a mission is best made by 
the identification of the mission church, and usually, by the remains of mem-
bers of the congregation interred beneath its floor. This relationship—a church 
structure with subfloor cemetery—has been observed in most of the mission 
provinces in Florida, marking a cultural change in Indigenous burial practices. 
Burial beneath the church floor and the arrangement of the body are consistent 
with Catholic practices although some individuals were interred with Indig-
enous and European items.

Temporal and Archaeological Chronologies  
of Mission Period Archaeology

Mission period archaeology effectively involves the time from the arrival of 
Pedro Menéndez de Avilés on the Florida coast in the sixteenth century to the 
demise of the last Yamasee mission in St. Augustine in the eighteenth century. 
Historians divide the early history of Florida into several time segments: First 
Spanish period (1565–1763), British period (1763–1783), and Second Spanish 
period (1783–1813). In Florida, missionization of native groups involved two 
religious orders: the Jesuits (Society of Jesus) and the Franciscans (Order of 
Friars Minor). The Jesuit Mission period is brief, lasting from 1565 to 1572. 
The earliest Franciscan Mission period is much longer, from 1572 to 1704. The 
missions discussed in this volume date to the First Spanish period (1572–1704).
 For archaeologists, Mission period archaeology is the province of Historical 
Archaeology, which covers the period from the last prehistoric cultures to the 
colonial era and beyond. This field includes the archaeology of the European 
expansion into, and colonization of, the Americas. European colonization ef-
forts were often economically driven. Those economic efforts required massive 
amounts of human labor. Thus, captive Africans were brought across the At-
lantic from ports along the African coast to the Americas. It also concerns the 
spread of capitalism in the modern world and the marginalized groups within 
those systems. However Historical Archaeology is defined or conceptualized, 
it deals with contact between Europeans (and shortly thereafter, Africans) and 
Indigenous New World peoples. To be effective, the historical archaeologist 
must take into consideration the prehistoric (or pre-Contact, pre-1492) culture 
of a group being studied as well as their post-Contact circumstances. The late 
prehistoric period is significant in our consideration of missions because many 
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of the Indigenous peoples and communities recognized by the exploring and 
colonizing European nations coalesced during this time.
 When Europeans and others entered the Western Hemisphere, the material 
world expanded to include a variety of objects of metal, container glass and 
beads, ceramics made on a wheel, glazed, and hand-painted, and new plants 
and animals brought from all over the world. The social world changed with 
forced accommodation to new arrangements in settlement location, labor re-
quirements, housing, status and roles in society, religion, and mortuary be-
haviors. The ideological world of Indigenous peoples was shaken, and scholars 
are interested in the persistence, resistance, and blending (also called syncre-
tism) of ideological elements. Contact between Indigenous peoples and the 
European intruders was not a one-way affair, even though, in many instances, 
we have the sense that European institutions were quickly imposed on native 
groups, European material culture was promptly seen as superior, and Euro-
pean diseases took their toll. It was not that simple.
 Europeans had significant adjustments to make. Ideological assaults began 
with the discovery of people living a “stone age” existence at a time when Euro-
peans smugly held their way of life as superior to all others. In fact, Europeans 
would not accept the evidence of their own prehistory, their own “stone age,” 
until the mid-nineteenth century. Were the natives human? What rights had 
they? Where did they come from? Were they one of the “lost tribes of Israel” as 
the Bible recorded? Why were their social conventions for leadership, justice, 
family life, and dress so different from European practices? Religious precepts, 
physical modesty, and inheritance—the perceptions of “otherness” required 
Europeans to confront their own beliefs and customs at a time when question-
ing received wisdom could bring charges of heresy. Europe itself was in a time 
of transition—from theocracy and divine-right monarchy to a more enlight-
ened society of science, laws, and recognition of basic human rights. For colo-
nists, living in a new environment and interacting with Indigenous peoples 
required changes in their foodways as well as perceptions of what constituted 
“proper” behavior. The so-called Columbian Exchange was really a Columbian 
Collision in many respects.
 To the Spaniards, Indigenous people were “conquered people” and, as such, 
owed tribute that was paid in goods and services. Missions were established 
to maintain stable relationships with chiefly leaders and their people. This 
extended Spanish hegemony, to teach the “gifts of Spanish civilization,” and 
to provide the means of extracting labor and resources. Groups such as the 
Timucuas, Mocamas, and Guales, who were the first to have sustained interac-
tions with Spaniards, experienced population decline from repeated infectious 
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disease epidemics. Milanich’s (1999) Laboring in the Fields of the Lord docu-
ments Indigenous population loss on the east coast of La Florida.

The Early Years of Mission Research

The development of Spanish Mission archaeology in Florida involved the first 
group of professionally trained archaeologists active in the state: John W. Grif-
fin, Hale G. Smith, John M. Goggin, and Charles H. Fairbanks. They were em-
ployed by either the Florida State Park Service or academic institutions, prin-
cipally Florida State University and the University of Florida. Spanish Mission 
archaeology has a lengthy history in two areas of the state: St. Augustine and 
the Tallahassee Red Hills region. Excavations at the Fountain of Youth Park in 
St. Augustine in 1934 exposed a substantial number of Indigenous burials. This 
site is now recognized as affiliated with Mission Nombre de Dios. The location 
of the San Luis de Talimali mission in Tallahassee was never lost. The presence 
of an earthwork and recovery of fragments of cannon were noted by the earliest 
surveyors and people living in the area.
 The earliest work in the Tallahassee area was a collaborative effort between 
two archaeologists, Hale G. Smith and John W. Griffin, and historian Mark F. 
Boyd. Griffin (P. Griffin 1996:4–6) was hired by the Florida Park Service in 1946 
as state archaeologist, a newly created position (apparently there had been an 
earlier position of state archaeologist in the Florida Geological Survey). Griffin 
and Smith, his assistant, manned an office in Tallahassee but worked at sites 
throughout the state. Mark F. Boyd was a medical doctor who became inter-
ested in the Spanish history of the Tallahassee area. He translated documents 
relating to the area, many of which were published in the Florida Historical 
Quarterly (Boyd 1937, 1939, 1948a, 1948b, 1953). Hale G. Smith was interested 
in the Contact period, and his early work became the basis for his doctoral dis-
sertation published in 1956. During his employment with the Park Service, his 
mission excavations led to investigation of the Pine Tuft site believed to be the 
location of Mission San Juan de Aspalaga (8JE1). Fairbanks joined the faculty at 
Florida State University in 1955 and conducted further field school excavations 
in the fort area at San Luis de Talimali in 1956 and 1957. He joined the Depart-
ment of Anthropology at the University of Florida in 1963 after John Goggin’s 
death (du Toit 1986:52).
 John M. Goggin had a deep interest in Spanish-Indian contacts and pub-
lished seminal works on the material culture of these interactions. The Spanish 
Olive Jar (1960) and Spanish Majolica in the New World (1968) remain sig-
nificant references. Before his death, he drafted a study of glass trade beads 
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(Goggin n.d.) that was never published but was widely circulated in mimeo-
graph form. He involved students in discovering sites and in field projects, 
both terrestrial and underwater. Goggin, a pioneer of underwater archaeology, 
investigated the Fig Springs (8CO1) tributary of the Ichetucknee River where 
substantial quantities of Spanish materials (largely ceramics) were recovered. 
Goggin never identified the terrestrial component of the site, but the quantity 
and variety of material remains from the spring and run (stream) suggested 
that the site was nearby. Deagan (1972) published Goggin’s collections and the 
material belonging to Russell Platt, a local collector.
 In the 1960s, the Florida Department of State, Bureau of Historic Sites and 
Properties, became engaged in Mission-period research. The United States 
Bicentennial Celebration and construction of Interstate Highway 10 were the 
principal reasons for their involvement. B. Calvin Jones, an archaeologist hired 
in 1968, was the most active of the state agency archaeologists. Jones identified 
the locations of numerous missions in northwest Florida in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s. A number of brief notices (Jones 1970a, 1970b, 1971, 1972b) regard-
ing these sites were published in the Division of Archives, History, and Records 
Management News and longer treatments of excavations in its Bulletin series 
(Jones 1972a, 1973; Jones and Penman 1973). An overview of Jones’ work was 
published in 1990 (Jones and Shapiro 1990).
 Although they worked in different areas, it is these archaeologists to whom 
we look for the earliest sustained interest in mission sites. We also look to his-
torians Boyd, John H. Hann, and Amy T. Bushnell. Hann was initially hired to 
translate documents but became the site historian when Mission San Luis was 
purchased by the State of Florida. During his tenure, Hann (1988, 1990, 1991, 
1993b, 1996, 2003, 2006) produced major syntheses of the Indigenous groups in 
Florida. His documentary translations (Hann 1986, 1993a) assisted the process 
of developing the San Luis site for public interpretation as well as providing 
insights to archaeologists regarding site features, dating, and identification. 
Bushnell (1994) published a study of the economics of the mission system as 
well as articles on the ball game (1978) and on the mission system (1979, 1989, 
2001, 2004, 2014).

Missionary Efforts

Evangelization of Florida’s Indigenous people involved two missionary or-
ders: Jesuits and Franciscans. The Jesuit effort in La Florida was brief; the 
Franciscan effort lasted well over a century. When the Jesuits left the Florida 
mission field in 1572, the responsibility for La Florida was transferred to the 


