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THE ORTONA CANALS:
ABORIGINAL CANAL HYDRAULICS AND ENGINEERING

Ryan J. Wheeler

Aboriginal canals in Flortda sesved a variety of functions,
most often allowing o7 a Guicker o safer canve route by
tinking natural hydrologic features, Canals aleo may have served
10 tual ar political activities, as some canals run fhrough major
mound centers, while othess provide sccess to burial mounds.
All known canals are associated in ene manner or another with
round or habitation sites, and their passible role m transpors of
exchange items of tribwte has been discussed Y Luer {198%a1,

In this paper, 1 focus on the history of the Orona Canals, us
wall ws the relationship of B capals with the nawrat and
hotiginal landscape, Whereas many of Florida's abotiginal
cands are sex levet features, the Onona Canals appear to be
unigue in their arrangement as 4 simple sleices ay. They are fed
by feeder streams, coaneeting with Lake Flst and the Caloosa-
hatchee River.

Measureents made on the Osnona Canals allow for calculs-
ton of channel slope, as well as velocity and tow of water
through the system. These caiculations help in interpreing rhe
aborigimal plcemens asd enginecring smvolved in buikding the
canals, They roveal Uit the canal builders kad a detatled knowl-
cageof their cnyaronmant as wel
plan and exesute funstional by

Orher aspects of abariging AL a mysieny
For example, questions regarding AILCHon remain
unanswered. It is likely that the Onona Canals were built and
used sometime aftes 2600 B.P. ang before SO0 B.P., when the
zboziginal site was on us ascendancy, Most aboniginal Flonida
cumals are known from he sowbern part of the state, and fall
within the Everglades, Ten Theusand Ishands. Caloosahatches.
and Okeechobes calture regions (Figure 11, The Orana Canals
were buill by ishehtapts of the Okeechobee or Relle Glade
wgon, occapied by the Minaimi, Serrope. and Guacna tribes
during the European contact era,

Background

iscalanie Fontanedis, & voung captive of Florida Indians in the
mid-16th centuny, deteribes the en Fmatic mienor rigion of
ﬁ::.n...n,Eﬁx_p..,_.awnd..»_.;,»_ﬂ..“:m..ﬁ.__.,,.rn....,.q_«.,ve.a_

On this fake, which les in e midst of the Tounksy
owns, of th

Voor Tomy anhabianis each; asd 34 manv more

Thev

PMaces there aze in h peopic are aot 3o numercus.,
hive bread of 1o nich i therr common food the greater
'

part ef the rime; and becsuse of the lake, wiach Hees o some
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sepsons so high that the rools cannot be reached in conse
quence of tie witer, they are some tme without esting (his
bresd (in True [944:15)

Thus was the land of Muyaimi, a place where carthworks
endirgle and radiate trom giant sand mounds, a place where the
honored dead were buried with glass beads and metal tablets
Among the immense eanthwork and mouad complexes is that of
Ortona (8GL35) in Glades Cousity.

One of the most distinetive features of the Orona 2woumd
group 15 the pair of canals (BGLAA and SGLAB) that Yink the
targe canthwork site with she Caloosahatchee River and the now
drained Lake Flin. When Oriona was accupied, the canals
provided 3 meuns for canoe iraffic on the Caloosahatchee to
aceess the gboriginal town ard circumvent narrow or marshy
areas of the river just apve Lake Flist. Morphalogically, the
canals correspond 10 the pattern observed for ather southern
Florida canals constructed by extinet Indian groups. Similaritics
CXIST am cross-section, width, and overall plazement on the
landscy

History and Cartography

The Oriona or Lake Flint Canals were ficst noted on military
maps dating 1 the Sccond Seminale War (MacKay and Blake
ps dating 10 the war 12 ofien show the sbhonginal
g with lake Fiirt and the olitary ourpast Fort
ympson, e latter located 1o the west of Lake Flint and the
Ornana site {Baulf and MeClelland 1846). Following the war,
CIPIOTETS 10 the ared in the mud-1§th through earlv-20t:
centunes nnted theic more specific configurations (account of
1848 in Smith 1911:36; secount of 1883 in Wintringham
1963:51; Colling 1929:153),

fae westernmost canil of the pair appears as carly av 1839 on
the publithed v omuap of MacKay and Blake (1839),
Manuscript maps dating 1o 1837 or 1838 used in compiling this
published map show the canal, a5 well a4 several native tranls
and 3 “ford,” probably gt the narrow area of the river that the
camal system was designed aound (Figure 2. Buckingham
Smith, leader of one of the first civilian explorations of the
Evergiades repion, antes the presence of the canals in 1848, b
itiributes them o the Spanish government or Spanish Cubuns
sugpesting such work was "t considerable to have been
uncsrtaxen by the Indians of Florida™ (Smith 191146y, There
1= noandicatton, however, it Smith's expedition made first
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