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Location 1. Shell Mound, a Place of Gathering 
 
Shell Mound is today an archaeological site under stewardship of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 
Fifteen hundred years ago, Shell Mound was a place of ritual gathering for Native Americans 
across the region. Archaeologists refer to places such as this as “civic-ceremonial centers,” 
meaning places of both residence and ritual activity. Like other civic-ceremonial centers in the 
region, Shell Mound drew its significance from its cemetery, on Hog Island, the hallowed ground 
of ancestors from far and wide. Shell Mound rose to prominence as a ritual center at about A.D. 
400. Six generations later the mound achieved its final form—the C-shaped outline seen in the 
map above. It was abandoned as a residence another four generations later, at about A.D. 650, 
but the cemetery on Hog Island remained active through at least A.D. 1300. Archaeologists from 
the University of Florida have been piecing together this history and invite you to take a 30-
minute walking tour that will reveal the wonders of Shell Mound. 
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Location 2: Gathering on Dunes 
 
The road you traveled to get to Shell Mound follows the arm of a parabolic dune that formed 
during the last Ice Age, when the coastline was far to the west. As the sea rose with warming 
climate, eroding dune sand was dispersed across the tidal flats, enabling salt marsh to thrive. 
Throughout this time, dunes also provided refuge for people escaping rising sea. The dune arm 
you stand before was first occupied at about A.D. 400, well before Shell Mound reached its final 
shape. Into the side slope of this dune arm early residents dug large pits for cooking oysters and 
other food. The scale of food preparation was unusually large, suggesting that groups gathered at 
this place occasionally for big feasts. One reason for such gatherings can be found in the dunes 
themselves. As nature would have it, parabolic dunes in the region are oriented to the solstices, a 
consequence of southwesterly winds during the Ice Age, which caused dunes to expand in a 
northeastern direction. Beyond the usual significance of solstices to calendars worldwide, local 
people since at least 4,500 years ago buried their deceased at the ends of dune arms, which, in 
this case, pointed to the setting winter solstice sun. Cemeteries thus preceded settlement by many 
centuries. It follows that people were drawn to this location because of their ancestry, and, 
furthermore, that the annual cycle of the sun set the rhythm of large social gatherings. 
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Location 3: Provisioning Ritual Feasts 
 
You are now at the midpoint of the interior arc of Shell Mound. Behind you, to the east, is the 
open interior of the C-shaped mound. To the west and north is the dune arm and the oyster shell 
and other materials that were emplaced on it. As with the previous location, excavation showed 
that large pits were dug into the dune sand to prepare large quantities of food. These pits later 
became receptacles for the remains of feasts, including fragments of 15-gallon cooking pots that 
were made special for ritual gatherings. Food remains are diverse, but they are dominated by the 
bones of fish and among them mullet bones are the most common. Noteworthy among bones 
other than fish are the remains of juvenile birds, mostly white ibis. Rookeries on islands to the 
south of Cedar Key were the likely source of these fledgling birds and, given their age, June was 
the likely month of harvest. An abundance of sea turtle bone also points to early summer, when 
these creatures lay their eggs on sandy beaches. Many lines of evidence support the idea that 
ritual feasts took place during the summer solstice, around June 21, the longest day of the year. 
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Location 4: Terraforming 
 
Something big happened after about A.D. 550 and a few decades later Shell Mound reached its 
final form. The ridge you see at this location—the South Ridge—is the product of human effort 
alone. Observed in excavation at this location was a thick deposit of oyster shell and other 
materials that was dug up from some other place and deposited here to form the South Ridge. 
Seen in the photograph to the upper right is an example of “reverse” layering, when older 
material is on top of younger material. Archaeologists tend to interpret reverse layering as 
modern disturbance, but in this case an example of ancient landscape engineering, or 
“terraforming.” The source of shell for creating this ridge is uncertain. It may have come from 
the North Ridge, or perhaps the central area, which is now free of shell. Also uncertain is the 
activity in this location prior to terraforming. Dark soil below the shell, as seen in the photo 
above, indicates the accumulation of a great deal of organic matter, what archaeologist call 
“midden.” Pits like those on the dune arm may have been dug here too, but if so, water levels 
must have been lower than today, otherwise the pits would have flooded with groundwater. 
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Location 5: Site Destruction and Preservation 
 
Here at the south end of Shell Mound is a good place to talk about site destruction and 
preservation. The large hole you see in the side of the shell ridge was made in the 1970s, when 
the land was privately owned by a man who wanted to develop it for commercial use. The 
pathway you are on was formed with shell from this hole. Such was the fate of hundreds of 
mounds throughout Florida. Shell was mined commercially for road aggregate, fertilizer, and 
building material. Shell Mound is actually a rarity in the region, because the impact from this 
1970’s activity was minimal and the site stands today in its more-or-less original form. 
Archaeology is destructive too, but when done properly, controlled excavation aims to preserve 
the associations among artifacts, food remains, and other materials in their original contexts. 
That is why archaeologists dig in grids and levels. They also refrain from digging more than they 
need to. Unless a site is under threat of imminent destruction—which warrants complete 
recovery—it is prudent to leave something intact for future generations. Sites on federal lands, 
such as Shell Mound, are protected by laws and regulations that prevent indiscriminate 
destruction. 
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Location 6: Ancestral Ties 
 
You have arrived at the apex of Shell Mound and its commanding view of the surrounding 
terrain. Take a look to the west, across the water. The closest land mass in that direction is Hog 
Island, location of the cemetery known as Palmetto Mound. Since the mid-19th century, Palmetto 
Mound has been the target of looting. From accounts of looters we know that hundreds of people 
were buried in the mound, along with an even larger number of pots, including pots with molded 
animal heads and some with human faces. Fortunately, two large collections of looted pottery 
ended up in museums in Florida. These collections provide information on the origin and age of 
the pots. It turns out that the mound was initiated as a cemetery as early as 800 B.C., and it 
continued to be used for that purpose well into the 14th century A.D., long after Shell Mound was 
abandoned as a place of residence. Despite the fact that nothing is left of Palmetto Mound other 
than the pocked surface of illegal digging, its position at the end of a dune arm is consistent with 
the longstanding practice of emplacing the dead with the setting winter sun. It stands to reason 
that gatherings at Shell Mound were synced to the cycle of life and death, in this case the life-
renewal forces of the summer solstice. 
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Location 7: Mariculture 
 
Archaeologists estimate that Shell Mound contains the shells of 1.2 billion oysters. If extended 
over thousands of years, harvests were perhaps not so impactful to oyster populations. Indeed, 
before modern times, the Suwannee Reef was highly productive oyster habitat and we can add 
untold numbers of intertidal beds, such as those surrounding Shell Mound. However, most of the 
oyster shell at this site accumulated over a century or less. Plus, at times of ritual gathering, the 
demand for oysters must have spiked. To meet this demand and prevent overexploitation, oysters 
were managed by Native people for long-term sustainability. Archaeological evidence of oyster 
use bears this out. Excavation at this location provided clues to two forms of oyster mariculture. 
First, the right valve (shell) of oysters—the flat “lid” you remove to get to the edible part—was 
returned to the water to encourage the growth of reefs. Second, oyster clusters were culled by 
removing mature individuals, leaving smaller ones behind to grow. The layer of clean shell in the 
photo above provided strong evidence for both of these maricultural techniques, and it dates to 
the time of terraforming, when ritual gatherings were especially large. Incidentally, the shell 
overlying this layer is another example of reverse stratigraphy and it likely originated from the 
depression you see in the surface before you, possibly the former location of a house. 
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Location 8: Larger Context (out on pier) 
 
The vantage point from this fishing pier reminds us that Shell Mound is but one archaeological 
site in a constellation of many sites, some older, some younger, and a few of similar age. Three 
locations to the south, in the direction you are looking, bear special mention. The first is a place 
known as Komar. This low-lying hammock would be underwater today were it not for the 
accumulation of oyster shell and other materials by people during the time of Shell Mound, A.D. 
400-650. Archaeologists suspect that the inhabitants of Komar participated in ritual gathering at 
Shell Mound, but work there has only just begun. The second location is out of view but 
incredibly important to the economy of ritual gatherings. On the western margin of Richards 
Island archaeologists have documented a fish trap consisting of an oyster shell seawall and a 
series of tidal pools. Mullet feeding in summer, before their fall runs, are a good target for traps 
like this. And the third location is an ancient one. Eroding from the beach at McClamory Key 
several years ago were 32 burials dating to about 4,500 years ago. These individuals would have 
been buried in the ground when sea level was several feet below its modern elevation. Most of 
these individuals were actually buried elsewhere first and then removed and relocated, 
presumably landward, as sea rose. The McClamory Key cemetery is both a stark reminder of the 
vulnerability of sites to sea-level rise and a testament to the antiquity of the tradition of placing 
the deceased at the end of dune arms. Taken together, these and many other sites in the greater 
area remind us of the need to look at Shell Mound in broader historical and geographic contexts.  
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Location 9: Abandonment 
 
Shortly after A.D. 650, Native people abandoned Shell Mound. They also abandoned other civic-
ceremonial centers in the region: Garden Patch to the north and Crystal River to the south. 
Because places of gathering and residence were abandoned at about the same time across a swath 
of Florida’s coastline, it is logical to look for environmental causes like climate change. Big 
climate events like hurricanes clearly take their toll on coastal communities, ancient and modern. 
A hurricane in 1896 forced the town of Cedar Key to abandon the island of Atsena Otie and 
relocate to its current position on Way Key. Storms ever since have challenged the permanence 
of the town, and eventually it will be relocated again. Ancient communities relocated too as the 
sea encroached, but before they created civic-ceremonial centers with elaborate infrastructure, 
moving was not terribly demanding. Beyond events, environmental change also came slow and 
gradual, as with the salinization of freshwater that supported the hardwood tree in the photo 
above. Under these conditions communities could adapt through innovations and other ways to 
make ends meet. No matter the cause for change, the culture and social scene of Shell Mound 
was predicated on a network of other communities, including those located deep in the interior of 
the Southeast. Could it be that the abandonment of Shell Mound and other civic-ceremonial 
centers had more to do with the failure of social networks to reduce the risks of coastal living 
than it did local environmental conditions? Our own future with climate change may invoke the 
same question. 
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Location 10: Dennis Creek Mound 
 
Sited about 900 feet northeast of Shell Mound, along the dune arm that structured ancient land-
use, was a small shell-and-sand mortuary facility known today as Dennis Creek Mound. You are 
looking at a small remnant of that mound, described in the early 20th century as 64 feet wide at 
the base and 6.5 feet tall. By the time C. B. Moore of Philadelphia dug into it in 1901, the mound 
was badly impacted by looters. Moore observed scattered human bone, but not much else. Still, 
more revealing than the content of the mound is its internal structure. Modern archaeologists 
were able to locate a small portion of intact deposits on the west side of the mound. As shown in 
the photograph above, a layer of shell midden sits directly on the old ground surface, which is 
underlain by white and orange sands of the natural soil. This shell midden did not accumulate in 
place but was instead taken from another location, most likely Shell Mound. Above this layer of 
emplaced midden is a layer of yellow sand with oyster shell. This color of sand is not natural to 
the area but can be achieved by mixing the white and orange sands of the natural soil layers. A 
similar matrix of yellow sand with shell was observed at Palmetto Mound to the west, where 
hundreds of persons were buried. Thus, Dennis Creek Mound is both a nod to ancient times, as 
well as a break with tradition, or at least with Palmetto Mound. Its construction took place at the 
same time that the South Ridge of Shell Mound was erected. Was the ensuing abandonment of 
Shell Mound another symptom on changing culture? Perhaps, but Palmetto Mound would 
continue to be used as a mortuary facility for another 500 years, testament to the power of this 
sacred place in a landscape of many sacred places. 
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