Archaeological Investigation at Lignum Vita Key,
2/11/67 - 2/12/67 and 4/15/67 - 4/16/67

byWilliam M. Straight, M.D.
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au»m wbdaudummﬁvob was ouﬂuumm out c% znmn;m_m. deBhwwwu Jr., Gilbert Haas and
tHPHupB N.i Straight, M.. Dy ﬂm went to. Humbsﬁ Vite Key via a rented outboard motor
boat ag ﬂﬁomdu of Russell. ubn ownuwoadu Nisdhau. (P.0..Box 212, ..slamorade, Florida;
marine’ owowwﬂow motor ‘vessel Lignum Vita). We arrived about noop. on 2/11/67 and
%wﬁ.ﬁm at'b:25 P.M. on 2/12/67.
Lignum <H«n Key is just south and west of the Indian Key Draw. It is wuunoxushdoP%
2 miles into Florida Bay from the highway and can be reached, at this timeé, only by
. boat. The northeast end of the island is high land with hard woods growing om it
while the south and western portions of the island graduslly becomes mangrove SWamps.
According to Russell, Calusa Indians have had a burial moeund on this island more than
. 1,200 years. ' This mound which lies ip the southwest corner of the island rises about.
5 or 6 feet above the surrounding srea. The surrounding area is mangrove swamp to the
west and south and Tap Rock of varigated color tc tre north snd east. On the mound
are gumbo limbo, a palm which was planted there some years ago and other scrub tirees
Zca I could not identify. The surface of the mound i= dark soil that appears to be
Wcabm from the .Qecaying vegetation.

The mound has been opened many times in the past. The first dessecration of the mound
was a trench dug across the mound by unidentified boys back in the early 1930's. At
this time. the island was owned by the Matheson family end discovering the skulls that
had been removed they insisted that these bas replaced and the trench covered up. The
remanents of. this trench were easily -lscerned. At two othex points there have been
obvious excavations made as shown on ' .e accompanylng diasgram. Bits of bleached bone

are readily-visible on various areas of ﬁwm sb:bh ﬁwosmw some of these may not be
human doum.;

We cWoua to. mark out & doa& pit 17' 4: due south of the single palm tree. This is &

+ sturdy’'palm-and was -thought to be a good land mark. The site we chose seemed on the
surface to be undisturbed. At this site we excaveted a pit probably 2 feet in diameter
as we never mensged to come to our lines.. Our original intention was to excavate a
L foot square pit. After removing the ground cover of creeping vine we proceeded slowly
with trench spade and trowel. The first 2 or 3 inches ¥f soil was very fine and fairly
black. It was quite dry and appeared to be humus. Qur first bones were long bones
found lying parallel along the southern edge of our pit at a depth of 7". Although

. -these could rot be ell identified they appeared to be.tibia, femur, radius or ulna
fraguents. Also at this level we found the occiput of a skull. All of these bones
vere dry and firm in consistency. At a depth of 9" 'we uncovered a humerus that was
clearly identifiable 'and which I have in my: uomuomu»on. We 8lso identified an ulna
at this level. dﬁocmb some. nHmﬁnhna from the humerus .- see monoawnbﬁﬂuw diagram. Also
at this:level we uncovered; nwwuoxhawﬁaPM half of a “jav_bone without teeth, At a depib
of 16" :we uncovered the remains:of w,wWﬂHN and at @ depth of almost 2 feet we uncoverd
a noabwm&n‘wwcpk jminus ﬁﬁn.ahbDHdHa aﬂhu 8kull which we. dubed Yorick, was facing
east and- nF&uosmw :in spparent;good e ounﬁ&»ob while -in the ground fell apart as we

ezh.ﬁo.. Hanmaumuou. The skull seems to

Llifted it olt.  The:remains fof Ahis skl
have- mpabm& Do wowoummn mba uo&aéo;da.du Mhﬁmw An size. . The, measurements “aken
shortly after removal »uﬁﬁnnﬁm 8 :distance oﬂ 6" from" zygomatic process to the opposite
zygomatic process; mwnerOE th cwuwowd»auH.H»pmm t0" the ‘occiput: and approximetely
6" from:theivault ito-the’ awm AHs oqdﬁdﬂotu ‘were'not’particularly marked. The sand

~ from which. »this vas’ taken i omﬁmmmvmmnwaﬂmun ‘containing‘small :welks and <.nger cuial.
It is white in oonuumdmuo% wbn tw& Q@Bw agu skull was .filled t»&w sand which may have.
m@@m& to ﬁbm uwoupms ow wmmww it domonwo "% meAmOHOH of ' the "bone was almost patural




Tl

-2 -

though the inside of the bone was more yellow than expected. Approximately 6" south

and slightly east was uncovered a mandible containing 4 teeth. While it is not clear
18t this mandible belongs to Yorick's skull, it seemed & likely possib:ility. This -
~andible overlay a bone which appeared to be a‘femur fragment.

At & level of 2' 4" on the southwest wall of the pit we uncovered another complete

kull which we dubed, Sidney. Sidney's skull was facing vest and lay in the angle of ,
= two bnnes which wbvmwwmm to be tibia as judged from their sharp angular surface. Neither
of thege bones contained the articulating condyles. The tibia were in good preservation
and the skull came out in one plece. However, later the skull was dropped and broken.
There seemed to be little, or at least less sand inside the cranium of thig skull. Ve
were unable to identify other bones belonging to this skull except Possibly a fraguent

of vertebra. The mandible was missing except for a small fragment containing two teeth.
Again there is no forehead, the sand in which it lay was damp, white and coarse like
beach sand, and the color of bone was almost natural on the outside.

According to Russell, previous carbon dating of the mound has indicated that in the
superficial layers it is about 600 years old and in deeper layers (he did not specify

the depth) it is something more than 1,200 years old. The two skulls we found were less
than 2 feet apart indicating a high density within the mound. The absence of pelvic bones,
vertebra, bones .of the hands and feet, and definitely identifiable. ribs makes it seem
likely that these burials were secondary to burials after the bones had been removed

from the bodies. We found nothing to suggest "bundle burials" or prone burials. The
parallel bones found at the depth of T" suggests the parallel bone type of burial and perhaps
the two skulls represent the burial of skulls separate and apart from the possessors

bones. However, both skulls were in close proximity with other bones of the long bone
type. We were all struck by the fact that all of the bones found were broken. In some
instances there were transverse fractures 6f a humerus or femur. There was no clear
" ut evidence that the bones had been 8plit and the marrow removed. Many of the bones

-id crumble” apart dbut this was thought due to decay. rather than previous injury. I

could identify no specific disease on any of the bones.

.There were no indian artifacts found in the pit or on the surface of the mound.
Specificelly there were no bits of pottery, bone points, busycon picks, awls or
scrapers. We have retained the remains of the two skulls and will attempt to re-
constitute then.

i .
Russell states that the indians buried there are Calusa Indians. However, such reading
a8 I have done leaves doubt whether these were Calusa or Tequesta. As there are kitchen
middens on the lower end of upper Matacumba Key and the upper end of lower Matacumba Key,
it seems likely that the indians living on these wmiddens buried their dead, on Lignum Vita
Key. It is quite possible that the coarse beach sand was carried from Matacumba Key
to HHmuﬁB Vita Key in cances.. However, perh8ps many years ago there was a beach on.
Lignus Vita. At present there is dnly a very small beach and no evidence of a sand pit
from which sand might have been taken. .

We ceased excavation at the depth of 2' 4" after the removal of the skull ow 8idney.
Unfortunately, time would not permit further digging. We left a raper bag in the bottom
of the pit to indicate the depth we had Hamoumﬂ mbn uowo that we can excavate this more
thoroughly at a future date.
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