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When compared with the populous Missis-
sippian agricultural chiefdoms of the interi-
or Southeast, coastal groups such as the
Guale … seem remarkably underwhelming
in many ways. … [T]oday armchair history
buffs commonly take it for granted that the
Guale were principally transhumant hunt-
er-gatherers who resided in the barrier is-
lands only long enough to exploit the rich
estuarine and marine resources before mov-
ing back to the interior (Worth, 1999).

The two previous chapters summarized the
current thinking about the complex social
and environmental landscapes of St. Cath-
erines Island over the past 5000 years. But
one piece of unfinished business remains.

This concluding chapter revisits the so-
called Guale Problem, highlighting the con-
flicting ethnohistorical interpretations that
provided the catalyst that stimulated the 3
decades of archaeological research synthe-
sized here.

WHAT’S THE GUALE PROBLEM?

This volume is dedicated to Lewis Larson,
whose monumental contributions to the ar-
chaeology of coastal Georgia informed this
project from the start (Larson, 1969, 1980a;
see also chap. 11, this volume). Drawing
from Swanton’s (1922) overarching synthe-
sis, Larson dissected the environmental po-
tential for cultural and social development
along the Georgia Bight, concluding that
only a highly dispersed, seasonally mobile
population could have survived along the
Georgia coastline during late prehistoric
times. Larson (1980a: 221) contrasted the
coastal Guale with the Apalachee people of
panhandle Florida, concluding that whereas
maize cultivation may have been practiced
along the prehistoric Georgia coastline, ‘‘its
importance seems to have been slight. …
The Guale were a coastal people whose
economy was centered on the tidal waters

where they derived a subsistence from fish-
ing. Agriculture and hunting were of rela-
tively minor importance’’ (Larson, 1978:
122, 137; see also Larson 1980a: 221).

Particularly critical to Larson’s views
were the ethnohistorical documents from
the central Georgia Bight—specifically that
sector running from Port Royal Sound
(South Carolina), southward along the en-
tire Georgia coastline, to the mouth of the
St. Johns River (Florida). This was the
homeland of the Orista (and later Esca-
mazu) chiefdoms of South Carolina, the
Guale chiefdom in coastal Georgia, and
three important Mocamo chiefdoms (of Sa-
turiwa, Tacatacuru, and Guadalquini) to the
south (Jones, 1978; Worth, 2004). After sev-
eral brief and sporadic contacts during the
early 16th century, the 1560s brought the
first sustained European contact to the area.

In 1562 and 1564, the French established
two colonial forts (Charles Fort and Fort
Carolina) at opposite ends of the central
Georgia Bight. Each fort was occupied for
about a year, and the subsequent Spanish
towns of St. Augustine and especially Santa
Elena—in roughly the same territory—con-
tinued an even more significant contact
with local Indian populations after 1565.
Following a brief period of Jesuit mission
activity (in 1569–1570), the Franciscans
launched a more sustained effort in 1574–
1575. But Mocamo was not truly mission-
ized until 1587, and the major Guale mis-
sions were established in 1595–1605 (Jones,
1978; Worth, 1998, 2004, 2007).

Larson (1969: 293–297) relied heavily on
documentary accounts by Fr. Jean Rogel at
Orista (Sturtevant, 1964: 170), Fr. Antonio
Seden˜o (who described coastal Georgia as
‘‘the most miserable thing ever discovered’’
(Zubillaga, 1946: 424), and Rene´ Laudoniére
(Bennett, 1975: 121), who recorded similar
impressions in 1564 at Outina (a Timucuan
settlement located just west of the St. Johns
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1986: 18–20; Larson, 1980a; fig. 11.1, this
volume) proposed a‘‘purely aboriginal’’ fis-
sion-fusion settlement model for the precon-
tact Guale people. Crook defined the Guale
wintertime settlement (mid-December
through mid-March) as ‘‘minimal settle-
ments’’ consisting of a single matrilineage,
dispersed ‘‘adjacent to tidal streams which
permitted access to the estuarine system’’
(1986: 22). In this interpretation, the Guale
dispersed still further in the springtime into
nuclear family settlements spread through-
out the oak forest, located near swidden
plots of maize, beans, and squash. In this
‘‘Annual Model,’’ the Guale ‘‘resided in
towns from the first part of July until the
middle of September when they dispersed
to gather nuts’’ (Crook 1986: 20), after
which they once again dispersed, probably
into a ‘‘matrilineage segment with four or
five nuclear families forming the social
core,’’ several related families living togeth-
er in dispersed settlements located through-
out the oak forest, subsisting on acorns,
hickory nuts, and communal deer hunts,
with occasional aggregation for feasting
(Crook, 1986: 21). Fall settlements were ba-
sically chiefly compounds ‘‘defined by
towns composed of temporary and chang-
ing populations, as opposed to the season-
ally stable population of the summer
towns.’’ Crook (1986: 53) summarized his
‘‘Annual Model’’ as consisting of ‘‘large vil-
lages primarily occupied during the sum-
mer, smaller settlements occupied either
multi-seasonally or during the fall–winter
season, and small sites occupied for very
short periods of time do exist’’ (see also
table 11.6).

This interpretation portrays the precon-
tact Guale people as part-time ‘‘collectors,’’
sometimes living in a residential base (‘‘ag-
gregate town site’’) situated near the swid-
den corn fields (Crook, 1986, 2004). Such
a settlement pattern should produce archae-
ological evidence of both four-season and
seasonally-specific settlements. The heavi-
est occupations should occur during the
summer, with a dispersed series of archae-
ological accumulations during the early fall,
followed by moderate occupational intensi-
ty from the late fall through winter. From

the fall through springtime, the Guale were
residentially mobile foragers who should
have produced an archaeological record of
(1) dispersed oak forest settlements (fall and
springtime occupations only) and (2) dis-
persed marshside settlements (late fall–win-
ter and springtime occupations only).

Grant Jones (1978: 179, 191, 194, 200,
1980) argued that the Jesuit reports were
deliberately exaggerated to distort the pov-
erty of the coastal landscape (and justify
their failure to missionize the area) and pro-
posed instead that the Guale lived in ‘‘dis-
persed towns’’ near the forest–marsh mar-
gin, with the ‘‘bulk of the population …
probably distributed among individual
farm plots.’’ Although Fr. Rogel reported
that the Guale dispersed seasonally to gath-
er acorns, Jones (1978: 193) questioned the
necessity of abandoning the dispersed
towns simply to harvest the mast. Citing
Robert Sandford’s 1666 account for the
North Edisto River (South Carolina; Sand-
ford, 1911), Jones also suggested that con-
centrations of oysters were so close to the
maize fields ‘‘that the beds could be
exploited without seasonal shifts in resi-
dence’’ and concluded that ‘‘the location
of Guale settlements along rivers and tidal
creeks seems to have actually been a strate-
gic measure to be near shellfish, hunting
grounds, and horticultural lands without
having to change residence seasonally’’
(Jones, 1978: 193).

Grant Jones was, in effect, proposing
a ‘‘collector’’ strategy of low residential mo-
bility centered on the ‘‘dispersed towns’’ po-
sitioned in the ‘‘forest–marsh area’’ (Jones,
1978: 193–194; see chap. 11, this volume).
Whereas ‘‘some Guale possibly changed
their winter residence in order to be nearer
hunting, fishing, or shellfish collecting
grounds; most individuals apparently main-
tained permanent residence in a single com-
munity. Trips for the purpose of hunting,
fishing or collecting wood undoubtedly
took individuals away from the community
on a temporary basis. Guale settlements
were located primarily along the banks of
rivers and tidal creeks, in a pattern that
seems to indicate a strategy of being simul-
taneously near shellfish, hunting grounds,
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and horticultural lands’’ (Jones, 1980: 220).
In this passage, Jones describes a classic
‘‘collector’’ strategy involving large, rela-
tively stable residential central places, out
of which logistical forays of small ‘‘task
groups’’ brought plants and animals back
home. Such a strategy of minimal residen-
tial mobility should produce a distinctive
archaeological record, characterized by sus-
tained, four-seasonal occupation ofmarsh-
side settlements, with only minimal evi-
dence of single- or biseasonal occupations
elsewhere.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE OF RESIDENTIAL

M OBILITY DURING THE IRENE PERIOD

We have already summarized the impli-
cations of human behavioral ecology with
respect to the aboriginal landscape of St.
Catherines Island. The upshot is simple
and conclusive: Optimal foraging consid-
erations strongly militate in favor of logis-
tical, rather than residential mobility. Even
factoring in the shifting shape of St. Cath-
erines Island over the past 5 millennia, it is
clear that all habitats on the island could
have been systematically searched and
exploited by individual foragers who could
easily return home daily. These biogeo-
graphic constraints suggest that St. Cath-
erines Island foragers could usually have
pursued a strategy of logistic procurement
and low residential mobility (at least during
times of relatively favorable climatic condi-
tions).

Chapters 32–34 summarized evidence
from the Island-wide archaeological survey
relative to residential mobility and popula-
tion increase between cal 3000B.C. and A.D.

1300 on St. Catherines Island. These data
demonstrate (1) an exponential increase in
human population through time, and (2)
a low degree of residential mobility
throughout the entire aboriginal period.
This pattern continued through the late pre-
historic (Irene) period, characterized by the
largest and most frequent archaeological
occupations recorded in the Island-wide
survey. Irene occupations accumulated at
an extremely rapid rate (34 occupations/
century) and the number of recorded ar-

chaeological components skyrocketed to
52 (for an average of 17.33 components/
century; table 30.1). This is, by far, the
densest concentration of archaeological re-
mains recorded for any aboriginal period
on St. Catherines Island. The Irene period
also had the largest proportion of ‘‘large’’
sites and the smallest proportion of ‘‘small’’
sites (per the definitions in Table 30.2) re-
corded during the probabilistic survey.

The central place foraging model of Sea
Island settlements (developed in chap. 11)
was specifically designed to address the en-
vironmental specifics of the Irene period,
and the fit between expected and observed
distributions is excellent. During the calA.D.

1300–1580 interval, a few additional Holo-
cene beach ridges accumulated along the
southern margin of the island, and these
second-tier habitats were intensively uti-
lized during the Irene period (with 13 ar-
chaeological components and 14 occupa-
tions recorded during the Island-wide
archaeological survey). This is the most in-
tensive utilization of second-tier habitat re-
corded on St. Catherines Island (suggesting
extreme social and/or environmental cir-
cumscription).

Seasonality estimates are available for 42
Irene-period components (representing 124
seasonally-specific occupations). More than
40 percent of these Irene components were
four-season occupations, and another 36
percent were occupied in three seasons.
Conversely, only four Irene components
represented a single season (each of these
being a winter-only occupation). Through-
out the Island-wide survey of St. Catherines
Island, we found that inland components
were fairly rare during all time periods,
and this is especially true for late prehistoric
(Irene) occupations.

Throughout this discussion, we have cau-
tioned against equating a four-season ar-
chaeological occupation with ‘‘sedentism’’
(in the conventional ethnographic and eth-
nohistorical usage). To repeat: The avail-
able archaeological evidence does not per-
mit the conclusion that Irene populations
were sedentary (although we certainly be-
lieve that such was the case). But sticking
to the documented archaeological specifics,
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the data regarding site seasonality are con-
clusive: (1) Single-season sites are extremely
rare during Irene times (as they are rare
throughout the entire aboriginal period on
St. Catherines Island) and (2) three-quar-
ters of the known Irene components on
St. Catherines Island were occupied during
three or more seasons.

Relative to the archaeological implica-
tions set out in Table 11.6, then, we con-
clude that the vast preponderance of ar-
chaeological evidence supports a collector
strategy of low residential mobility. For
most of the time, Irene populations appar-
ently lived, year round in dispersed towns
located along the forest–marsh margin (per
Jones, 1978: 193–194). Expressed in terms
of expectations from central place foraging
theory, more than 80 percent of the archae-
ological components encountered on St.
Catherines Island (for all temporal peri-
ods), fit the model of sustained and multi-
seasonalmarshside settlements. Only limit-
ed evidence exists for (1) single or bi-
seasonal occupations or (2) inland, special-
purpose, short-term settlements.

LATE PREHISTORIC MAIZE
CULTIVATION ON THE GEORGIA

COAST: FACT OR FANCY?

Contrasting the coastal Guale with the
Apalachee of western Florida, Larson
(1980a: 221) concluded that whereas maize
cultivation might have been practiced along
the prehistoric Georgia coast, ‘‘its impor-
tance seems to have been slight’’ (Larson,
1978: 122, 137; see also Larson 1980a: 221).
Reading this same documentation, Grant
Jones (1978: 179) concluded that ‘‘Guale
horticulture … was sufficiently productive,
in combination with other subsistence and
productive activities, to account for the
presence of permanent towns, a chiefdom
level of social organization, temporary fed-
erations of chiefdoms under centralized
leadership, and long distance trade net-
works.’’

This section explores the relevant archae-
ological and ethnohistoric evidence regard-
ing maize cultivation along the Georgia
Bight.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE FOR M AIZE

CULTIVATION DURING THE IRENE PERIOD

Archaeological research on St. Cather-
ines Island produced little direct evidence
of maize cultivation because the research
design did not adequately sample the paleo-
botanical record. We did recover charred
corn cobs at Fallen Tree (chap. 26) and
during the excavation of Mission Santa
Catalina de Guale, but presumably all these
finds date to the Altamaha period (Ruhl,
1990, 1993, 2003).

The bioarchaeological record from St.
Catherines Island provides no convincing
evidence of maize consumption prior to
cal A.D. 1300 (chaps. 11, 24, and 32; see also
Schoeninger et al., 1990; Larsen and Thom-
as, 1982: 327–329). A significant increase in
d13C stable isotope values suggests the pres-
ence of maize cultivation during the Irene
period, and this evidence is supported by
a contemporary increase in dental caries
and periosteal lesions. But we previously
cautioned about the small size of the St.
Catherines Island samples and the fact that
these results depend heavily on compari-
sons from the Irene Mound, at the mouth
of the Savannah River (Larsen, 2002: 64;
Reitz et al., 2002: 45).1

REVISITING THE ETHNOHISTORY OF

ABORIGINAL M AIZE CULTIVATION ON

THE GEORGIA COAST

The bioarchaeological evidence meshes
neatly with John Worth’s (1999) recent eth-
nohistorical research on the same topic.2

The Laudoniére account from Fort Caro-
line leaves little doubt that the native people
of the Georgia Bight were intimately famil-
iar with the details of growing corn: These
people knew precisely when to plant, how
to judge crop maturation across variable
habitation conditions, and when to harvest
each locality. The earliest European colo-
nists commented on the extensive agricul-
tural fields already in operation and quickly
adopted the long-standing Native Ameri-
can scorched-earth policy of burning the
enemy’s corn fields.3 It is clear that during
the 1560s (the timing of initial, sustained
European contact in the area), the
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