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In 1980 I moved to Gasparilla Island. By 1982 I had found an unrecorded aboriginal shell midden on 
land being cleared for house .construction. By 1989 I had discovered six additional aboriginal sites on 
Gasparilla Island, and two more on adjacent small islands, Hoagen and Sisters keys. Some of these sites 
date to c. A.D. 800 - 1500 and reveal that indigenous Florida Indians used Gasparilla Island more 
intensively than previously known. 

 
Environment 
At the end of the last Ice Age, about 20,000 years ago, the sea level was lower (approximately 200 

feet) and Florida's Gulf coast was about 100 miles west of its present location. By 6,000 years ago, rising 
sea levels had started to inundate the area that is now Charlotte Harbor. 

Gasparilla Island is part of a chain of barrier islands at the mouth of Charlotte Harbor. The island is of 
recent origin.  Radiocarbon dating of shells from beach-ridge deposits suggests the island is no more than 
approximately 3,000 years old. An isolated artifact - a chipped-stone projectile point or knife (Bolen Plain) 
made from fossil (silicified) coral -found on the beach by state park ranger Anne Marie Sampley, probably 
dates to ca. 7,000 B.C., well before the island formed. 

There is a general trend for erosion and shoreline recession along the western edge of Gasparilla 
Island, fronting the Gulf of Mexico. Archaeological sites are lacking there, and it is presumed that erosion 
has removed evidence of early sites that might have existed. In contrast, the eastern shoreline of the island 
along Gasparilla Sound and Charlotte Harbor is more stable, and a number of sites occur there.  

No large village sites have been found on Gasparilla Island. Claims by historian Lindsey Williams,  
that there were Indian mounds at each end of the island in the 1860s are unsupported by my research, 
which has revealed no shell midden or other aboriginal material in these locations. However, major villages 
were located on the nearby mainland. Remnants of these can be seen at Coral Creek (8CH15), Catfish Point 
(8CH9), Big Mound Key (8CH10), Cash Mound (8CH38) and John Quiet Mound (8CH45), all located on 
the fringe of the Cape Haze Peninsula. 

For the Indians, Gasparilla Island offered a variety of natural habitats and resources. The natural 
habitats can be divided into roughly three zones: the east side of the island with its mangrove bay shores, 
the west side with its beaches; and the interior with hammocks and savannahs, the latter with fresh water. 
Some of these habitats probably resembled those of present-day Cayo Costa that are described by Herwitz.2 

Modern land alterations have been extensive on Gasparilla Island. In the first two decades of the 1900s 
a railroad was built down the length of the island, and a deep water port was constructed at the island's 
south end. The town of Boca Grande began to be constructed at that time. Between 1909 and 1926 a yacht 
basin and a tidal area known as the "Hole in the Wall" were dredged three times. In the 1930s a golf course 
was built on tidal mangrove wetlands at mid-island 3 and, in the 1970s and 1980s, remaining lands were 
platted for development. 
 
(figure 2.2.1) The above picture was obtained from Florida State Archives.  It was described simply 
as Indian Mound: Boca Grande, Florida and dated 1926.   Its location remains a mystery. (bghs 06-
0056) 
 

     



 
 

Cultural background 
Indians known as the "Calusa" developed a complex social system in the Charlotte Harbor area. By 

A.D. 500 their ancestors began to construct large shell mounds in the estuaries to the east of Gasparilla 
Island, but not on Gasparilla Island. 

Spanish documents dating to the 1500s reveal that the Calusa had developed permanent villages by 
that time. These were based on the natural abundance of the marine environment, not on agriculture. The 
rich coastal environment of southwest Florida filled the role usually played by agriculture in other complex 
societies 4. The Calusa dominated much of southwest Florida, from Charlotte Harbor to the Florida Keys, at 
the time of early European contact in the 1500s. However, the sophisticated estuarine-based cultural system 
that was flourishing at the time of Spanish contact vanished over the next 200 years. 

From the archaeological data recovered so far, we can now say with some certainty that the Calusa did 
not pass into oblivion as a result of disease or by depletion of their fishing resources. Franciscan records 
show that the Calusa were still in their homelands and still exerting pressure on other local groups as late as 
1698.5 This was long after many other native Florida Indians had succumbed to diseases, slavery, and 
Spanish militarism and missionization. After the mid-1700s, however, the Calusa ceased to exist as a 
group. 

 
In the late 1600s, Indian refugees from colonial expansion in northern Florida and Georgia began to 

arrive in southern Florida. 6 Archaeological evidence suggests that northern Florida mission Indians who 
fled raids of the English Colonel James Moore might have settled in the Charlotte Harbor area after 1704 7 
or that indigenous Indians along the southwest Florida coast might have obtained mission items through 
trade in the 1600s. 8 

In the mid-1700s, Indians in Charlotte Harbor who fished for the Spanish became known as Spanish 
Indians." Although by now the Calusa, for the most part, had disappeared as a culture, it is possible that 
remnants of the Calusa were still living in isolated areas of Charlotte Harbor. 9 

When the English took over Florida from the Spanish in 1763, renegades of the Creek Nation were 
called "cimarones" (later, "Seminoles" or "wild ones").  
       These and other Indians were pushing down the Florida peninsula, escaping the English to the north. 
The English concluded there were no indigenous Florida Indians left. This allowed all Indians in Florida to 
be labeled as Seminoles, even if they were Spanish Indians or perhaps Calusa remnants. 

No archaeological evidence or historical documentation supports the local legend that a pirate named 
"Jose Gaspar" visited the southwest coast of Florida in the late 1700s and early 1800s.  Instead, historians 
have shown that he was an invention of 20th Century tourism.  

They further suggest that the name of Gasparilla Island was derived from "Friar Gaspar," which was a 
name applied on a chart to the inlet at the north end of the island (Gibson 1982: 13, 70). The inlet is called 
"Boca Gasparilla" by Bernard Romans on his 1774 chart. 10 

In 1835, Seminoles ambushed and killed 105 of the 108 troops under the command of Major Francis 
Dade north of Tampa. After the massacre, some Seminoles were forced south by federal reprisals. A band 
of Seminole braves, led by Chief Wyhokee, fled through Charlotte Harbor, attacking and burning a 
settlement at Useppa Island. As a result of these conflicts, some Spanish Indians were deported to 
Oklahoma; others might have been forced to Cuba, perhaps returning to the area later.  

 
Previous research 

Before my research in the 1980s and 1990s, very little attention had been paid to the aboriginal 
archaeology of Gasparilla Island. The antiquarian Clarence B. Moore (1905) visited the area, apparently 
digging at nearby Cayo Pelau. Willey (1949), probably in error, attributed Moore's digging to Gasparilla 
Island. In 1953 a party of students under the direction of archaeologist John M. Goggin visited the island 
and recorded two sites. This was the extent of research when I arrived in 1980. Since that time, cultural 
resource surveys 12 have located three previously unrecorded sites. Thirteen aboriginal sites have been 
recorded on Gasparilla Island or immediately adjacent keys. 

 
Discussion 
I suggest that the Indians who utilized Gasparilla Island used dugout canoes in many of their daily 

activities. They needed canoes to reach the island and to leave it. Around the "edges of the island they 



would have used canoes in gathering shellfish and in fishing. Such activities were affected by the wind and 
weather. For example, a westerly wind made the island's bayside a lee shore. As such, it provided a long, 
calm corridor for canoeing, fishing and shellfish gathering. Conversely, an easterly wind made the Gulfside 
a lee shore, favoring its use. 

A narrow stretch at mid-Gasparilla Island, now known as The Narrows, could have provided safe 
access to the Gulf, either by foot or as a canoe haul-over. In addition, the island's southern end offered the 
shortest crossing of Charlotte Harbor (only .75 miles) to the north shore of Cayo Costa), thereby facilitating 
north-south canoe travel. 

The shell tools and pottery sherds found at the Gasparilla Island sites are the same as ones found on 
nearby sites around the fringe of the Cape Haze Peninsula. The Indians might have obtained some of their 
pottery at these nearby sites and then brought them to the island. The similar kinds of shell tools found on 
Gasparilla Island and nearby sites indicate that the people who lived on these sites were part of the wider 
community. 

While encamped on Gasparilla Island, the Indians used surrounding waters for fishing and shell-
fishing. The middens hint at this. For example, bay scallop shells at BG#1 show that tidal flats in Gasparilla 
Sound were exploited. In addition, surf clam shells at BG#1 show that the beach was also utilized. Further 
analysis of midden contents may help show that the Indians exploited inlets at each end of Gasparilla 
Island, as well as near-shore Gulf waters. For example, they might have fished for sharks, rays, grouper and 
sea turtles in the Gulf. They probably caught catfish, trout, redfish, flounder and many other fish in passes 
and the bay. It also has been suggested that the island's beaches and inlets were sources of robust whelk 
shells that were transported to more landward sites where they were fashioned into shell tools. 13 

Furthermore, Indians on Gasparilla Island probably took advantage of natural events such as freezes or 
winter storms to obtain fish and shellfish. For example, large numbers of pen shells often are washed up on 
Gasparilla Island beaches after strong winter storms, and both their meat and their "sea silk," or byssus 
tufts, are usable. 14 
 
Figure 2.2.2 Cutting-edged tools, like this whelk shell axe used to hew wood, have been found on 
Gasparilla Island.   Drawing by Merald Clark, courtesy, Florida Museum of Natural History (bghs #06-
0051) 

 
 
The Indians also used the barrier island's plant resources. Shell cutting-edged tools from various sites 

show that the Indians were hewing wood, probably from the island's mangrove forests. Wood was valuable 
as firewood and for making tools. Evacuation and archaeo-botanical analysis could reveal that the Indians 
here utilizing the island's sea grapes, cabbage palm berries, saw palmetto dates, coco-plums, prickly pear 
cactus fruits and other plant resources. 

The opened food shells and the shell tools that I have observed at several sites show that these 
locations were used for extractive purposes such as for shucking shellfish and for cutting wood. The small 
amounts of clam shells present at both sites may indicate that clams were taken off-site. 
 
(figure 2.2.3)   Map of undeveloped Gasparilla Island 1860, verse a 1978 map with location of sites 
visited by the author.  (bghs #06-0049)  
 



 
Summary 
During the last 20 years I have located a number of archaeological sites on Gasparilla Island. These are 

small sites, but they deserve further investigation, and should be protected and preserved. I believe that 
further research of these sites is important because it will help reveal how Charlotte Harbor's original 
Indian inhabitants utilized Gasparilla Island. These Indians made their living by combining fishing, 
hunting, gathering and bartering. Their use of Gasparilla Island was undoubtedly complex, and we have a 
poor understanding of how they used it and other barrier islands in the region. 

Future archaeological research can show how the Indians used the island's location on the Gulf and its 
resources, such as fish, shellfish, sea turtles and other animals as well as plants. These were somewhat 
limited, given the size of the island, and so the island's Indian population would have been small. I suggest 
that a small number of Indians may have lived on the island more or less year-round. I also suggest that 
there was some seasonal use of the land by Indians who lived nearby during most of the year, such as to the 
north and east along the fringe of the Cape Haze Peninsula. 

 



 
 
Since this article was written several other sites have been located on Gasparilla Island 
thanks to local informants.  They have yet to be investigated or have Florida Site File 
numbers assigned to them. 
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