
CHAPTER 1

Demographic Collapse

The Flaw in the System

As it developed during the initial phase of the primary Florida mission
period (1587–1706), the colonial system of Spanish Florida came to be
based fundamentally upon the maintenance of stable population reserves
in strategic nodes in centers of agricultural production or along the pri-
mary transportation network of Spanish Florida. These reserves served not
only as the primary labor pool for agricultural production in the Spanish
fields around St. Augustine itself (as administered through the yearly
repartimiento), but also as the resident labor force for the mission towns
along the Camino Real, maintaining strategic way stations with food, shel-
ter, and burden bearers for passing travelers, and supporting furthermore
both the provincial garrisons and the individual Franciscan convents. The
fatal flaw in this system was aboriginal depopulation; the integration of
Indian chiefdoms into the colonial system simultaneously resulted in steep
demographic collapse, not only from European-introduced epidemics but
also exhaustion, exposure, and starvation in the context of the colonial
labor system, as well as frontier raiding and even out-migration. The colo-
nial system of Spanish Florida was thus characterized by an almost con-
tinual process of adaptation and change driven by rampant demographic
collapse in the mission provinces.

The consequences for the missionized Timucuan chiefdoms of the inte-
rior were severe, falling within a landlocked mission province situated pre-
cisely along the primary transportation conduit between the Atlantic port
city of St. Augustine and the populous Gulf province of Apalachee, which
ultimately supplied the lion’s share of both repartimiento laborers and lo-
cally produced corn. Although corn and other agricultural products were
generally shipped to St. Augustine by sea, workers had to be transported
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over land. For this reason and many others, the strategic value of the inte-
rior Timucuan missions lay in their maintenance as way stations and river
crossings. As a result, the depopulation of the Timucua mission province
along the Camino Real effectively jeopardized the entire colonial system.
Consequently, as population levels dropped in strategic missions, plans
were formulated and implemented for the directed resettlement of Timu-
cuan towns and villages, aggregating and relocating entire communities,
including converted groups north and south of the primary transpeninsular
road. As the strains of the system worsened, more and more fugitives fled
the Timucuan missions, and Spanish efforts were increasingly directed to-
ward the recovery of these fugitive cimarrones. Even the immigration of
unconverted, non-Timucuan Indians was encouraged, ultimately resulting
in disastrous consequences. The seventeenth century was thus character-
ized by increasingly substantial transformations to the social geography of
the peninsular interior, resulting not only in a general decline in total popu-
lation but also in the directed resettlement of surviving Timucuan commu-
nities. Even by midcentury, interior Spanish Florida was already a changed
landscape, a fact not unnoticed by the Timucuan caciques who ultimately
rose up in rebellion in the spring of 1656.

Baseline Population Levels

The question of pre-European population levels among the Timucuan
chiefdoms in the interior of what would become Spanish Florida is ex-
tremely difficult to resolve.1 Population estimates (on both a local and re-
gional scale) by sixteenth-century European observers are virtually nonex-
istent, and would be highly suspect even if they existed due to the lack of
direct and thorough European reconnaissance in most areas. Even prehis-
toric archaeology would seem to be largely ineffective in this regard, since
even if all the habitation sites of the interior Timucuan chiefdoms were to
be located and tested (an unlikely prospect, given the pace of site destruc-
tion), ceramic and radiocarbon chronologies will probably never be fine
grained enough to permit the discrimination of precisely which sections of
each and every archaeological site were occupied at precisely the same
moment in time. Finally, even if this were to be possible, population esti-
mates would have to be based on projected interpretations of the average
number of inhabitants per aboriginal structure, making resultant popula-
tion figures essentially wild guesses on a regional scale. More importantly,
the impact of indirect European contact during the early and mid-sixteenth
century, including not only undocumented epidemics but also Euro-Indian
conflict (sparked between aboriginal chiefdoms as a result), is virtually
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impossible to gauge, but was undoubtedly substantial. By the time the first
even vaguely reliable population estimates began to appear around the turn
of the seventeenth century, pre-European population levels had undoubt-
edly changed (presumably declining) to varying degrees in most if not all
regions of interior Florida, making it virtually impossible to extrapolate
backward in time to the moment of initial European contact.

The cautious use of seventeenth-century demographic data, admittedly
only fragmentary, in concert with information regarding Timucuan socio-
political structure and settlement distribution on a local and regional scale,
can provide comparatively sound evidence for interpretations regarding
baseline population levels among the interior Timucuan chiefdoms at the
dawn of the seventeenth-century mission period. An examination of popu-
lation estimates for several local Timucuan chiefdoms during the late six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries suggests that these sociopolitical
units ranged in size between perhaps 200 and 4,000 inhabitants, but were
more commonly composed of between perhaps 750 and 1,500 inhabitants
distributed in perhaps four to six communities prior to sustained direct
European contact (table 1.1). Using these figures, the average community
size might range widely between perhaps 125 and 375 people. Contempo-
raneous estimates of the actual populations of specific Timucuan commu-
nities within these local chiefdoms suggests a wide range of between 90 and
712, but more commonly ranging between 200 and 400 individuals (table
1.2). Using an average of about 300 individuals and five communities, the
average local chiefdom might thus be projected to contain 1,500 people
based on these figures (presuming considerable variation in actual figures
for each group). The fact that Timucua’s ranking principal town of San

Table 1-1. Documented numbers of communities and population estimates for in-
terior Timucuan local chiefdoms, early mission period

Local chiefdom Communities Population Date Source

Agua Dulce 6 200* 1602 Montes (1602)
Agua Dulce 5 225* 1606 Davila (1606)
Ibihica 5 7–800 1597 López (1602)
Potano 5 1,000+ 1597 López (1602)
Potano 4 1,200 1606 Oré (1936)
Timucua/Ayacuto 5 1,500+ 1597 López (1602)
Oconi ? [2,000?] 1635 Ocaña (1635)
Tarihica ? 4,000 converted 1635 Ocaña (1635)

Note: Asterisks indicate severely depopulated areas.
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Martín de Ayacuto apparently administered a local chiefdom consisting of
some 1,500 inhabitants distributed in five towns might provide further
support for using this figure as a rough upper limit (assuming that politi-
cally subordinate local chiefdoms in the region did not significantly exceed
this number). 2

These projected average figures are, of course, only conjectural; but if
surviving documentation is any guide, they may provide some general
sense of the “typical” local chiefdom of the Timucuan interior. Obviously,
the actual populations of each separate local chiefdom would have varied
widely from the projected average, but since individual documentation for
each chiefdom is in large part lacking, projected averages must suffice.
Using these figures to project regional population figures for the early sev-
enteenth century is even less secure but nonetheless instructive. An exami-
nation of the sociopolitical structure of the Timucuan chiefdoms of interior
Florida at the dawn of the Franciscan mission era, in combination with a
review of the administrative structure of the Franciscan mission provinces,
suggests that formal missions (doctrinas with convents) were, as a rule,
established at the principal towns of local chiefdoms. Not only did this
reflect the practical integration of local Franciscan jurisdictions into preex-
isting aboriginal political structures, but it also resulted in a more or less
optimal distribution of individual friars with respect to the native popula-
tions to whom they ministered. Consequently, it is possible to roughly
equate the number of resident mission stations established during the early
seventeenth century with the number of local chiefdoms forming each
broader mission province. Indeed, what little evidence that exists with re-
spect to the number of satellite villages served by each Timucuan mission,

Table 1-2. Documented population estimates for interior Timucuan communities,
early mission period

Community Local chiefdom Population Date Source

Tocoy Tocoy 90* 1606 Davila (1606)
San Martín de Ayacuto Timucua/Ayacutu 100 children 1608 Oré (1936)
San Miguel Potano 200 1606 Oré (1936)
San Buenaventura Potano [200] 1606 Oré (1936)
San Francisco Potano 400 1606 Oré (1936)
Santa Ana Potano 400 1606 Oré (1936)
Santa Cruz de Tarihica Tarihica 712 1616 Oré (1936)

Note: Asterisks indicate severely depopulated areas.
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and the local political structure of these site clusters, only confirms this
supposition.

During the early stages of missionization (early to mid-seventeenth cen-
tury), the two regional chiefdoms of Timucua and Yustaga were composed
of a number of individual local chiefdoms, each of which seems to have
possessed a Franciscan convent at its principal town. Although the precise
number of local chiefdoms in the Yustaga region is less certain, a rough
estimate of the projected regional population can be made using the figures
for local chiefdoms discussed above. Based on this exercise, eight local
Yustaga chiefdoms might have contained a total regional population rang-
ing between perhaps 6,000 and 12,000, and the four Timucua chiefdoms
and Potano might have contained between 3,750 and 7,500 people. While
these numbers are only rough estimates, the figure of thirteen thousand
conversions in the province of Cotocochuni (Yustaga) by 1635 might serve
as independent confirmation that these projections are not too far from the
mark.3

Whether or not the actual numbers above are accurate, later demo-
graphic data confirm the fact that the Yustaga region indeed contained
roughly double the population of the Timucua/Potano region.4 Following
the resettlement and aggregation of the Timucuan missions after the 1656
rebellion, the four remaining principal missions of Yustaga nonetheless
contained consistently larger populations than those of the Timucua re-
gions to the east. Some evidence suggests that despite the forced relocation
of many populations to the east, the inhabitants of at least some of the
northernmost Yustagan missions (particularly Arapaja) ultimately seem to
have remained in the Yustaga area during the late seventeenth century.5

Furthermore, during the two decades following the geographic transfor-
mation of Timucua, and particularly the contraction of all mission popula-
tions along the Camino Real (with roughly equal exposure to disease),
some degree of relative demographic equilibrium may have been reestab-
lished, with resultant population levels broadly reflecting early-seven-
teenth-century regional distributions. One reason for this consistent demo-
graphic imbalance between Yustaga and Timucua seems apparent in the
eighteenth-century description of these two regions by Francisco de Cas-
tilla. Castilla’s text clearly implies a more widespread and continuous dis-
tribution of loamy agricultural soils in the Yustaga area in comparison to
the patchy, discontinuous distribution of such soils in the sandy Timucua
area, accounting for considerably less relative population density.6

If, as some authors have suggested,7 neighboring societies characterized
by extended hostility or warfare may be presumed to have been roughly


