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Fort Walton culture in northwest Florida is presented in the
archaeological literature as the adaptation of sedentary,
maize-producing agriculturalists who participated in certain
mortuary practices and symbolism, long-distance trade
networks, and chiefdom-level sociopolitical units similar to
those of other contemporaneous Mississippian manifestations
throughout the Southeast. We examine the data from which
the extant models were drawn–ceramics, settlement patterns,
chronology, and dates–to reveal how limited and derived they
are and to present our own interpretation of Fort Walton,
which represents the cultural accomplishments of the last
prehistoric people in this area.

Fort Walton is the variant of Mississippian ‘‘culture’’
in the northwest Florida–South Alabama–southwest
Georgia region, defined 60 years ago (Willey 1949;
Willey and Woodbury 1942) as characterized by large
agricultural villages, temple mounds, and distinctive
ceramics. Since Willey’s original description, models
have been generated to redefine everything from
ceramics to sociopolitical systems. Here we examine
these models in the light of both old and recent
evidence. We focus on the Fort Walton heartland,
which encompasses two regions, the Apalachicola
River Valley and the Tallahassee Red Hills (Figure 1),
where we have firsthand experience. This work was
originally presented in 1998 at the Southeastern
Archaeological Conference. The paper was titled
‘‘Smoke and Mirrors in Modeling Fort Walton Culture’’
because Fort Walton models in the Apalachicola Valley
are clouded over with speculative hypothesizing that can
be cleared away to reveal few foundations, and in the
Tallahassee Red Hills area Fort Walton is thought to be
a prehistoric reflection of the missionized Apalachee
Indians who were actually enormously changed by
centuries of European dominance.

If archaeology is a science, as has been argued since the
late 1960s, archaeologists must use the scientific method
to reconstruct prehistoric societies. Data from controlled
contexts are needed for model building, then new data for
hypothesis testing in which the model is supported,
refuted, or altered. Such would be the ideal situation; the
real situation is that we have either few, or questionable
data, but lots of model building nonetheless.

There is no shortage of theoretical reconstructions of
Fort Walton (e.g., Brose and Percy 1978; Knight 1991;

Scarry 1990, 1996a, and 1999). Though proposed as
hypothetical, these have been taken as received
wisdom by subsequent researchers, instead of tested
with new data. While speculation can be a good thing,
to provide ideas to explore, early models have been
used as established fact or repeated without question-
ing their fundamental premises. In some areas,



Mississippian architecture (e.g., Lewis and Stout 1998;

Payne 2002).

N Mounds and/or village areas may have evidence of

structures such as clay daub fragments, postmold and

sometimes wall trench features, hearths, and storage

and refuse pits.

N Subsistence remains recovered include maize, wild

plants such as acorns and fruits, and a variety of

fauna, especially deer, small mammals, turtle, fish, and

shellfish.

N Coastal sites may be smaller than inland sites and have

much more shell-midden refuse with evidence of heavy

exploitation of molluscs, fish, and turtles and so far no

evidence of maize.

N Cemeteries, burial of elites in temple mounds, possible

burial mounds, and isolated burials in middens are

known.

N Many of the larger sites have components of other time

periods. Woodland mounds sometimes have later,

intrusive Fort Walton burials.

N There are fewer Fort Walton temple mounds than

there are burial mounds of earlier time periods (e.g.,

Willey 1949:455); thus the number of ceremonial sites

in relation to habitation sites is reduced from that of

Middle Woodland times.

N Treatment of the dead was neither as distinctive nor as

standardized as in Middle Woodland burial mounds.

In Fort Walton sites, grave goods were more variable

in number and quality and of less exotic material.

However, certain burials in temple mounds are

accorded special treatment.

N There is notably less chipped stone in Fort Walton

(e.g., Bullen 1958:346–47) than in earlier and later time

periods in the same region and apparently less than is

associated with contemporaneous Mississippian adap-

tations elsewhere in the Southeast. Imported green-

stone, especially in the form of celts, is very important.

N There is so far little (Gardner 1966, 1971; Tesar 9006)

evidence for palisades or earthen embankments or

ditches around mounds or any other sites, suggesting

no defensive architecture, though over a third of

Mississippian centers do have this (Payne 1994; Payne

and Scarry 1998:41).

N Evidence is inadequate so far to determine whether

Fort Walton societies were complex, economically

stratified groups with clear division between elites and

commoners, labor specialization, and hereditary pow-

er, or merely socially ranked, kin-based political

groupings, but this is true for most (probably all?)

Mississippi period archaeological cultures in the

Southeast (e.g., Butler and Welch 9006; Cobb 9003;

Muller 1997).

To this summary, we add an examination of



because Fort Walton people had no shortage of shell,
whether marine, brackish water, or freshwater, to use
in pottery making. There may have been a deliberate
aim in this everyday craft to maintain some kind of
regional identity within the Mississippian world,
though it is equally possible that there was a
technological reason.

The name ‘‘Fort Walton’’ was applied by Willey
based on his work at the Fort Walton temple mound
site (8Ok6) on the coast at Fort Walton Beach (in the far
west corner of the region depicted at bottom in
Figure 1). By now it is clear that this type site is not
an appropriate one as it is actually affiliated with the
Pensacola ‘‘culture’’ (Milanich 1994:381), a more typical
Mississippian manifestation with shell-tempered pot-
tery. Fort Walton culture today is defined within the
geographical area stretching from a Pensacola–Fort
Walton transitional zone (using shell tempering as a
criterion) around Choctawhatchee Bay on the west side
and the Aucilla River to the east. Fort Walton extends
into the interior of south Alabama and Georgia, 107
river miles up the entire Apalachicola River and at least
another 50 river miles farther inland up the Chatta-
hoochee River about to the mouth of Georgia’s
Coheelee Creek, across from Columbia, Alabama.
Though this point is over 100 river miles below the
Fall Line, it nonetheless begins the region of more hilly
terrain and higher, steep riverbanks at the northern
edge of the Dougherty Plain segment of the Gulf
Coastal Plain. Above this, other more or less closely
related Mississippian manifestations are becoming
better documented (Blitz and Lorenz 2002, 2006) up
to the Fall Line and above. Far less is known of the
northerly extent of Fort Walton into southern Georgia
north of the Tallahassee Hills.

By the late 1970s, most archaeologists had dismissed
the idea that Mississippian cultures represented intru-
sions of peoples from Mexico or the Mississippi Valley
and agreed that Fort Walton derived from a combina-
tion of Mississippian influence and indigenous Weeden
Island roots (Brose and Percy 1978; White 1982), as
Willey and Woodbury (1942:238) had first said and
others agreed (e.g., Bullen 1958; Kelly 1960:32–33). Still,
there were some dissenters. For example, Sears
(1977:175) called Fort Walton people invaders into
northwest Florida. Knight (1980:1, 9) saw the ceramics
as a ‘‘carried complex’’ possibly brought eastward.
Neither these two, nor other researchers, indicated why
population movements might be taking place or from
what points of origin. Stylistic resemblance of one
ceramic complex to another is not necessarily evidence
of migration or even any relationship at all. For
example, Figure 3, showing what look like typical Fort
Walton Incised sherds, is a photo taken in the Pigorini
Museum in Rome (Italy, not Georgia). They are sherds
from the Italian Neolithic, not evidence of Fort Walton
connections with the Mediterranean. Clear evidence for
population movement is lacking in northwest Florida
Fort Walton by comparison, for example, with the
upper part of the lower Chattahoochee Valley where
Blitz and Lorenz (2002, 2006) have suggested in-
migration based on the sudden appearance of shell-
tempered ceramics.



the Apalachicola flows to the Gulf of Mexico. It has
formed a large delta, with fertile bottomlands traversed
by many tributary and distributary streams. On the
upper west side of the valley are the Marianna Low-
lands, limestone outcrops with caves, chert sources,
and sinkhole ponds. Many old meander scars on the
west side show the whole river has been migrating
eastward, stopped by the high, steep Torreya Ravines
formation on the upper east side. The lower delta is
characterized by river swamps, estuaries, and bays,
and barrier islands front the coast. Both inland and
coastal Fort Walton sites have received continuing
attention.

Brose and Percy (1978:105; Brose 1984) hypothesized
Fort Walton origins connected with population growth
(the fashionable prime mover of the 1970s, still
serviceable today) during late Weeden Island (Late
Woodland). This led to expansion into more diverse
ecological zones and intensification of cultivation, then
greater sociopolitical complexity and economic strati-
fication. We know there was some maize by late
Weeden Island (e.g., Milanich 1974), and intensive
agriculture by early Fort Walton times, around A.D.
1000 (e.g., Bullen 1958; White 2000). Weeden Island
Incised and Punctated ceramic types from the Middle
Woodland mostly dropped out by Late Woodland,
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with its characteristic complicated-stamped and incised
pottery, within Fort Walton. Lamar ceramics have been
thought to appear late in Fort Walton, and farther up
the lower Chattahoochee, in the Fall Line hills, they are
first seen by A.D. 1200–1300 and become dominant by
1400 (Blitz and Lorenz 2006). Though it looks like
complicated-stamped Mission period Apalachee pot-
tery (called Jefferson ware), Lamar has so far not been
recovered with any historic non-aboriginal cultural
materials. It occurs at about 16 percent of the Fort



While it is often simplistic to associate a ceramic
series with a particular ethnicity, the Lamar pottery
appearing in later Fort Walton could be interpreted as
indicating increased interaction with the ancestors of
the Lower Creeks to the north. This interaction may
have begun in prehistory, or may have been intensified
due to the Spanish entradas and later missionizing
effort, drawing people down the Chattahoochee to
replace those lost to early depopulation and/or to
obtain whatever advantages were available from the
intruders. Fort Walton disappears either before or
perhaps right at the time of the destruction of the
missions in the early 1700s, leaving either empty land
into which more people came from the north, or less
likely, leaving surviving people whose material culture
had evolved completely into Lamar. It could be people
moving in or goods (sending smoked fish or oysters,
whelk shells, salt, or yaupon holly upriver in exchange
for dried maize?). Lamar ceramics are especially found
at sites on the barrier islands, possibly reflecting more
European-influenced travel patterns.

Based on the supposed absence of late Fort Walton
sites in the Apalachicola Valley as compared with the

Tallahassee area, some (Brose 1984; Knight 1991; Scarry
1990, 1994; Tesar 1980:608) also hypothesize the late
prehistoric ‘‘segmentation’’ of Fort Walton, with ‘‘one
segment then [entering] the Tallahassee Hills’’ (Scarry
1990:243). Knight (1991) suggested that the Apalachi-
cola Valley was ‘‘overpopulated’’ but never developed
more than simple chiefdoms, while Lake Jackson was a
complex chiefdom that developed from colonies of
people migrating eastward from Apalachicola due to
demographic pressure. Scarry (1994:169) thought agri-
cultural land was limited in the Apalachicola Valley,
while the Tallahassee area was more productive and
could support larger populations. This interesting
scenario, never demonstrated archaeologically, is now



even any shortage of late sites as opposed to a lack of
fieldwork to find them. Segmentation and migration
must be discounted until there is at least the smallest
shred of evidence.





areas, if there has been sufficient consideration of local
differences, or if similarity has been stressed to the
exclusion of developing a local perspective. Recent







archaeological evidence. The Lake Jackson site has been
called the prehistoric ‘‘capital’’ of Apalachee (Fryman
1971). At 24 hectares in extent (Payne 1994:232), it is





structure, but does not describe them. Although there
was no final report of the excavations conducted at this
site, an illustration of Jones’s field map of Structure 3
has been published (Shapiro and McEwan 1992:66) and
the grave goods of one burial described (Jones 1990).
Jones believed that this site dated to the late prehistoric
period (ca. 1500; Shapiro and McEwan 1992:63).

The Winewood site (8Le164), located within the city
limits of Tallahassee, has been interpreted to be an
inland late prehistoric Apalachee site. Jones and Penman
(1973) reported the results of only two days of salvage
investigations in 1971 as the land was being converted
into a golf course. Using a motor grader and bulldozer
for stripping, they collected materials and identified 11
features. The ceramic assemblage featured Fort Walton
ceramics: Fort Walton Incised, Lake Jackson Plain and
Incised, Safety Harbor Incised, and Cool Branch Incised.
Complicated-stamped ceramics were not reported.
Eight features were excavated: five large pits and six
burials. The features were closely associated, in an area
‘‘approximately 7 by 11 meters’’ (Jones and Penman
1973:67). Three of these features contained human
remains associated with potsherds and charcoal and
Jones and Penman (1973) identified them as ‘‘burials.’’ It
is not clear if these were primary burials or if the small
number of skeletal elements present represents intrusion
of a later pit into a cemetery area. Three grave features
were investigated and Jones and Penman (1973:72,
Figure 1) reported that they contained recumbent, fully
extended burials. Although no Mission period or
European-derived materials were recovered, the burial
pattern suggests that Jones and Penman may have
intersected a mission cemetery as seen at Mission Patale
(Figure 13). During the Mission period, extended
recumbent burials were placed in individual graves,
often with grave goods. The possibility that the Wine-
wood burials date to the Mission period calls into
question the cultural and chronological attributions of
this site. Lacking radiocarbon dates, it is not possible to
pursue this problem further.

The Bear Grass site (8Le473) is usually cited in any
discussion of prehistoric architecture in the Red Hills
(Scarry and McEwan 1995; Tesar 1980:777–794). Bear
Grass is a multicomponent site: Late Archaic to Creek/
Seminole (Tesar 1980:782). Limited excavation revealed
part of an arching line of postmolds estimated to
represent a 12-m diameter structure (Tesar 1980:792).
Because this feature was not completely exposed, its
identity and function remain unresolved.

Modeling Fort Walton in the Tallahassee Red Hills

In late prehistoric times, the area around present-day
Tallahassee, like the Apalachicola Valley, was domi-
nated by cultural developments that are similar to

those at more distant Mississippian centers. So much of
our interpretation of the late prehistoric period in this
area is dependent on data from one site, Lake Jackson,
and it is a meager–not a large–database (Payne 2006).
Were it not for the excavation of Mound 3, under less
than optimal salvage conditions, there would be few
substantive data to tie the site to the greater Mississip-
pian world. We do know that the people of Lake
Jackson, the dominant site of the locality, received and
valued exotic items that tied them to Mississippian
sites such as Spiro (Drooker 1998) and Etowah (Jones
1982).

It is also clear that the cultural adaptations in the Red
Hills area have been driven by a topography that
features lakes rather than rivers. It is a topography so
dependent on local rainfall that in years of drought,
sinkholes form and substantial water bodies may drain
rapidly and take months or years to refill (Hughes
1967). Thus the social and economic adaptations and
magico-religious practices required to succeed in this
locale may be significantly different than for river-
dwelling peoples. Rapid, catastrophic water loss might
also precipitate events ranging from social chaos to
changes in leadership or population loss through
migration.

Were the people who developed the Lake Jackson
site and the other mound sites in the Red Hills area
migrants from the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee drain-
age or were they local people who intensified their
commitment to maize agriculture, and in doing so,
found common ground with peoples of the Mississip-
pian sphere beyond? The mechanisms whereby maize
was introduced, adopted, and ultimately became a
mainstay in the area are poorly understood. We do not
know if rituals or practices that assured its fertility and
renewal diffused along with this plant or how local
ritual practices were adapted. Given the similarity of
mounds, burial context, and burial associations, Lake



Similarly, it is unknown if Lake Jackson represents a
residential and sacred place limited to the elite of
society and their retainers, or if it is a ritual precinct–
home to religious functionaries who cared for the dead
and oversaw the site. We do not know whether these
people feared their dead, lived with their dead beneath
their houses, associated the important dead as un-
threatening or the basis of legitimacy, and built their
elite dwellings or ritual structures upon them. We also
do not know what steps were required in the mortuary
process (Hutchinson and Aragon 2002) because our



1999, 2002; White 1999:329–35). Sullivan’s (2001, 2006)
recent studies of male and female burial patterns in
Tennessee also suggests different social roles based on
spatial arrangement. Fort Walton may end up being
distinctive also because of its evidence of high-status
women, perhaps because of Florida’s proximity to the
Caribbean area, which had many women chiefs
(Troccoli 2002:179–80).

In 1990, Jones (1990:85) observed that the late Fort
Walton period mortuary population included 24
burials from Lake Jackson (25 are indicated in Jones
1994:125), eight from the Borrow Pit site, and 10 from
the Winewood site. With the exception of one burial,
the cremation of a 35- to 39-year-old male at Lake
Jackson (Burial 12), the remainder of the burials are
inhumations. Although the burial recovery at Lake
Jackson was complicated by broadscale fill removal by
the owner’s heavy machinery, Jones (1982:11) indicated
that nine burials were fully extended and the remain-
ing 14 flexed or semiflexed. Nine burials were
associated with cane matting and poles that may have
been part of litters (Jones 1982). At the Borrow Pit site,
all burials were made through a clay house floor and
were flexed. At Winewood, no mound nor structure
was identified by Jones. The mortuary pattern at
Winewood is complicated by the fact that all of the
pit features that contained fragmentary human remains
were not completely excavated and several of the
presumed grave features were not investigated. The
ceramic component (Jones and Penman 1973) is very
similar to that recovered from the midden lying
beneath the church at Mission Patale, which apparently
dates from the earliest days of missionization (ca. 1633–
1647; Jones, Hann, and Scarry 1991; Marrinan 1991,
1993). It is also similar to the assemblage from the Olive
Jar site, an historic Apalachee homestead located near
the O’Connell Mission site (8Le157) (Williams et al.
1992). Jones (ca. 1974a) also noted the similarities of the
Winewood assemblage to those from the Borrow Pit
site and the Markley/Sharer Road site.

At Lake Jackson, there is no clear evidence among





Thus we can say that the database on Fort Walton
Mississippi in the Tallahassee Red Hills is truly
meager, but that reality has not curtailed interpretation
of the ‘‘Lake Jackson chiefdom,’’ discussions of
‘‘polities,’’ and generation of models of Fort Walton
society. And those representations have become ever
more derived and complex. Whether early Fort Walton
is underrepresented in the Red Hills is not clear and
certainly will require radiocarbon-dated sites and
contexts. Until we have these data, it simply is not
reasonable to say that early Fort Walton is absent in the
Red Hills and propose its arrival from the Apalachicola
River Valley. We must demonstrate it.

Concern about the state of our knowledge of
prehistoric Fort Walton development stems from the
fact that the presentation of people called ‘‘Apalachees’’
during the Mission period has been based on an
assumption of direct lineal relatedness between or from
prehistoric and historic peoples. That is, the people who
met Narváez in 1528 and de Soto in 1539 in Apalache are
considered to be the same as the Apalachees who
petitioned for missionaries in 1608 and 1612, and the
same as those who constituted the mission congrega-
tions formed in Apalache after 1633 and destroyed in
1704. Significant changes may have occurred before the
Narváez and de Soto entradas, and as a result of them.
From the first appearance of Europeans in the Caribbean
basin to the Narváez entrada in the Tallahassee Red
Hills, instances of undocumented contact from coastal
exploration or slaving raids are a possibility and their
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