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HUMAN SKELETAL REMAINS FROM LIGNUMVITAE KEY BURIAL MOUND,
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Lagnumwitae Key burial mound, 8MOL3. in the Florida
Keys is a umigue site that offers insights into the precontact
kevs occupants” life style. The skeletal recovencs are meager
but the potentsal for rescarch makes the sue worthy of note
Utilization of meager fresh water resources 1s deemed crucial
to keysaccupation, Keys geology is quite dufferent from other
mainisnd south Flends aboriginal habivts:

Natural Emviconment
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Lignumvitae (Lag num 1 (83 Key (Figure 1115 located m
Mouroe County, Flonda, off the Overseas Highway that leads
o Key West. Florida It 15 on 1he Florida Bay side of
Islamorada Key at mile parker 78 $ (MM TR.5 startin g fram
Kex West) and accessible only by boat. AL 24° 54° nenh
tatiude it pravtically straddles the Tropic of Cancer (23 W¥
nonth htiudet  1s proximity 10 ths dividiag o betwecn
trepical and \emperate sones and the oitees of the nearky Gull
Stream make the clivaate subtropical and campletely frost free
s a Plerstocone limestone key with an elevation of 18 fect
above mean sea isvel along waith Windley Ky (MME0), the
highest clovations in the kevs, The merage elevation of the
other keys is seven or gight feet above mean law ude. its
posation, shiclded by larger kovs on the Atlante Ocean side
andd its elevation may B¢ made it one of the mest desirahke
places an the keys for aboripnal eccupation. I s protected
from storms surges that cecasionally wash clear across other
fower hexs (Gogen and Sommer 1949; Jutro 1975127), 1a
sddition, the presence of neardy Indian Ney Channel canncct-
inp the Atlantic Occan side 1o Flonda Bay provided abundant
e (Goggin 19464 | Jutro 197543

The key gets its name from the Holvwood Lignom Vitac
twond of Iife) trees (Guaideum sane fum) 1that grow 10 feet tal)
onthe vitgan hammock (Brockman 1968) The wood imong
the donsestin the World (Gibbons-Humms 1996), 15 so dense
it docs not Neat. Itweighs 88 pounds per cubic fog compared
10 <altwater at 64 pounds per cubic fool

Lignomvitae Key presently isa 280 aere State Botanicsl
Site located within the boundany of the Flonda Kevs National
Manne Sanctuary. It constitutes one of the last remimmnIng
virmn stands of natural vegetation (Alexander and Crook

1984:205).  The key contains & 12,000 gallon cistern te
provide fresh potable water 10 the present occupants, The
precontact Indians had no such lusuny In any ocCupation of
the keys. the assured avimlability of a potable water supply had
10 b of entical importince. Sull their sucsoessfl oscupation
of the kevs. based on recovered pottery samples (Goggin
1943°15, Goggin and Sommer 1949}, demonstrates that thes
must have knowe bow 19 dig wells to {ocate and wilize the
fresh water lens that forms on kevs as it does on similarh
situated Pacific ssland coral atolls (Carr and Fay 1990:6). This
fresh water lens acsumulates from manfall peroolating down to
the water table where it “floats” on top of the denerr siling
water 1able Laver bencath it, depressing it inte a cross-sectional
shape of a lens n aceordance with the Ghyben-Herzbery,
cquations {Cox 1951 Frecze and Chern 1979 Reader
198813, Fetter 1994) The equations describe the shifity of
the fresh water to exclude the salt water intrusion imo the fens
thus making potable water available 10 the ks OCCHpints
without which the kevs would have been woinhabisble  [f
fresh water is extricted from the lens faster than it can be
replaced with zanfall, salt water wall intrude into the lens
preducing brackish water, unsitable for drinking. Al
rainfall rates ¢ould prove fo be a rough measure of the tav-
mum sustiinable popuiatona kev or atoll could carry based ¢gn
saturaily occurning potable warer,

Archaeology and History

Arehaeolopy

The Flonds Kevs are subsumed under adistinct subregio:
of sauth Flonda referred 1o as the Tekesta Repion (Griflin
1974:242) or Everglades Region (Milznich 1994377 )
Wheeler 2000 10) whose OCCUpKUNS are obscnved to hawve
shared a common matwerial culture  In southern Flonda
archacologists define coltural arcas biased on shell amifaot
characteristics. settlement patterns, coramic and prowectle
peint ivpologies. e (Kecgan 1992:93). An oxtensive dats
base has accumulated gver the last 100 vears thar g
anthropolegists to compare sites ig the egion

For the same purpose, phyvsical anthropologists look o
human skelctal chamctienstics  The diflerent data base
accumulated by estoologusts. though it :s smaller, most likely
will distinguish different boundarics baced on the heman
skeleron’s phvsical attabutes, Whilethis isa smallsyte e 3
s addition to the already limited ostoolozical data base shiogl
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