
A Tour of the Islands of Pine Island Sound: A Geological, 
Archaeological, and Historical Perspective

Part 15: Gasparilla Island Geology, Archaeology, and History
by Denége Patterson
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with aboriginal shell middens have been identifi ed among the 
mangroves on the bay side of the island. 

In 1905, antiquarian Clarence Moore explored the remains of 
one of José Caldéz’s fi shing ranchos located on Cayo Pelau, 
adjacent east of Gasparilla Island. In 1953 archaeologist John M. 
Goggin and students recorded two sites. In the 1980s anthro-
pologist Robert F. Edic recorded nine indigenous shell middens 
on shoals and shallow areas on the east side of the now-developed 
area of Grande Bayou, the widest part of Gasparilla Island, just 
before bulldozers obliterated them.

Gasparilla Island History
During the Victorian Era, the top three activities on Gasparilla 

Island were fi shing, phosphate loading, and arriving in style. In the 
1870s, the ichthyologist George Goode conducted a survey of 
Gasparilla Island’s lucrative fi shery. Located on the northern end of 
the island, it was run by “Captain Beacon” or Peacon (located in 
Peacon’s Cove) and thirty “Conchs” from either the Bahamas or 

Gasparilla Island rises north of Cayo Costa at 
Boca Grande Pass. It is part of the west-central barrier-

island chain in the greater Charlotte Harbor region, and is 
accessible by bridge from Placida. Gasparilla Island is essential for 
enclosing the estuary that includes Pine Island Sound. The name 
“Friar Gaspar” appears on ancient maps drawn long before the 
mythical pirate was supposed to have lived. The pirate theme 
fi rst appeared on a railroad brochure in 1904. 

Gasparilla Island Geology
The geological evidence suggests that Gasparilla Island is one 

of the oldest barrier islands in the West-Central portion of 
the Gulf Coast. Beach rock with shell inclusions indicate that 
the Gulf of Mexico touched this Florida shoreline as far back as 
7,600 years ago. 

Gasparilla Island Archaeology
Although archeological exploration of Southwest Florida began 

in the late 1800s, few archaeologists made it to Gasparilla Island. 
Only beach-ridges provided clues to possible locations where 
indigenous people fi shed. A dozen or more archaeological sites 

Gasparilla Island looking north from Boca Grande Pass. (Photo by Ron 

Mayhew.)
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Key West. In one year, the fi shery produced 
550,000 pounds of mullet and 44,000 
pounds of roe (fi sh eggs). Products were 
salted, processed, and shipped to Cuba 
where prices were higher.

According to Robert F. Edic in Fisherfolk 
of Pine Island Sound, local fi sh products 
were superior to those produced by 
Spanish (Cuban) fi sheries, which were 
seasonal, temporary, and sometimes 
focused on hook-and-line fi shing for 
grouper in deep water. The Peacon’s 
Cove fi shery was permanent, consistent, 
and focused on net-fi shing schools of 
mullet in the estuary. 

In 1897 Albert W. Gilchrist (eventually 
governor of Florida) fi led a plat for a city 
named Boca Grande on the south end of 
the island. In 1907 representatives of a 
railroad company proposed to buy all the 
land on Gasparilla Island north of a 
two-mile long military reservation then 
held by Gilchrist and his partner. The deal 
was launched through money furnished by 
the Peace River Phosphate Mining 
Company. A new plat for Boca Grande 
was given to the American Agricultural 
Chemical Company, a phosphate company. 

By 1920, three million tons of phosphate, 
a key component of fertilizer, was being 
mined in “Bone Valley,” an area within Polk, 
DeSoto, Mantatee, and Hardy Counties, 
producing 90 percent of the world’s fertil-
izer. A phosphate port facility was built on 
the east side of Boca Grande Pass for 
ocean-going vessels. Phosphate arrived via 
the Charlotte Harbor and Northern 
Railway (CHN), or “Cold, Hungry, and 
Naked” according to workers who joked 
about the low pay.

The railroad also shipped iced fi sh in 
insulated boxcars from Gasparilla fi sheries. 

Around 
1916, ice 
houses on 
stilts over 
water 

were built for storage on the northeast 
side of the island as ice replaced the salt 
method of preserving fi sh. 

In 1913, the two-year old “Hotel Boca 
Grande” (not to be confused with a later 
hotel) was renamed Gasparilla Inn. 
Beachfront cottages attracted prominent 
industrialists of the day, some of whom 
arrived in huge sailing yachts. Gasparilla Inn 
continues to host modern dignitaries. 

Bone Valley today still produces about 75 
percent of the nation’s supply of phosphate, 
and about 25 percent of the world’s fertil-
izer, but not through Port Boca Grande 
since 1979. The railroad line through the 
center of Boca Grande is now a bike and 
golf cart path. Visitors can bask at Gasparilla 
State Park and fi nd an interesting museum 
inside the newly refurbished Port Boca 
Grande Lighthouse.

Map of Historic Fishing Operations of Pine Island Sound. (Drawing by Merald Clark.) 

insulated boxcars from Gasparilla fi sheries. 
Around 
1916, ice 
houses on 
stilts over 
water 

This article was adapted from A Tour of the Islands of Pine Island Sound, 
Florida, by Denége Patterson, RRC Popular Series No. 2. The map is reprinted 
from the book. It is for sale at the RRC bookstore and other local venues or by 
mail, see insert for details. Proceeds from sales benefi t the RRC endowment.
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Please let us know of any errors or omissions. Thank you for your support. 

Around the world archaeologists are documenting sea level 
rise impacts on archaeological sites and creating projects to 
protect them or to gather as much information as possible 
before they wash away. One such project, the Calusa Island 
North Beach Archaeological Monitoring Project, was fi rst 
reported in our June 2016 issue. The Florida Public Archaeology 
Network (FPAN) joined the project in August 2017, just before 
Hurricane Irma made landfall on September 10, 2017 at Marco 
Island, approximately 60 miles south of Calusa Island.

Calusa Island is located on the northern end of Pine Island, 
much of it is owned by the Calusa Land Trust which has provided 
support for this work. Historic photographs and resident reports 
showed a loss of 30 to 40 feet of North Beach midden from the 
1970s to the time the project began. This shell midden dates 
from the Late Archaic (1200-500 BC), a poorly understood time 
period in our region.

The project uses rebar rods installed as fi xed points from 
which we measure the distance to the midden edge. With 
erosion, measurements from the rods to the edge will decrease 
and the rate of change determined. The rods also divide the 
roughly 300 feet of beach into 8 sections. To refi ne methods, 
we began using a compass and a plumb bob and pin fl agging 

Update: Calusa Island North Beach Monitoring 
by Rachael Kangas, Florida Public Archaeology Network, SW Region and 

Cindy Bear, RRC Coordinator

North Beach Calusa Island midden on August 18, 2017 before 
Hurricane Irma. (Photo by Rachael Kangas.)

all artifacts to be photographed, mapped, and cataloged. To 
provide information on erosion processes, we adapted 
methods to record undercuts created when the top surface 
of the midden extends further than the bottom. All data is 
recorded in the fi eld and to a Google Docs catalog by team 
members consisting of FPAN staff and trained RRC 
volunteers.

The team has made 15 visits and documented an average of 
19.7 cm (7.75 inches) of erosion, with some sections seeing a 
loss of 64 cm (25 inches). Hurricane Irma caused signifi cant 
impact as surf tore away as much as 39 cm (15.35 inches) in one 
area while depositing 16 cm (6.3 inches) of sand in another. 
Intense winds felled a Gumbo Limbo tree exposing artifacts 
once safe under its roots. Our most recent visit in September 
2018 showed a signifi cant amount of shell re-deposited creating 
a sand berm beginning to sustain mangrove propagules. 
Mangroves protect sites from wave energy and are a welcome 
addition, future monitoring will tell if they continue to thrive or 
are swept away by rising or turbulent water. 

North Beach Calusa Island midden on October 6, 2018, after Hurricane 
Irma and coinciding with a King Tide. Note the fallen Gumbo Limbo 
tree. (Photo by Rachael Kangas.)



Non-profi t
Organization
U.S. Postage

PAID
Pineland, FL

33945
Permit No. 26PO Box 608

Pineland, FL 33945-0608

Forwarding Service Requested

�
�A�R
�C�H

�A�E
�O�L�O

�G�Y � �H�I�S�T�O�R�Y � �E�C�O�L�O�G�Y
�

��A�S �W�E �L�E�A�R�N�, �W�E �T�E�A
�C�H

�

Friends of the
Randell Research Center

Gift Shop & Tour Information: 
(239) 283-2157

Send questions or comments to: 
Randell Research Center
PO Box 608
Pineland, FL 33945-0608

Telephone: (239) 283-2062
Email: rrc@fl mnh.ufl .edu
Website: www.fl oridamuseum.ufl .edu/rrc

RRC News
Editor: C indy Bear
Writers:  Cindy Bear

Rachael Kangas
Denége Patterson

Production: GBS Productions

Upcoming Events
ONE WORLD 

LECTURE
Saturday, Dec. 8, 2018

“Extinction of the Dinosaurs, 
Global Warming and the Origin 

of Primates”

with Dr. Jonathan Bloch, 
Curator of Vertebrate 

Paleontology, Florida Museum

Jonathan I. Bloch studies fossil verte-
brates from the Cenozoic with an 

emphasis on addressing questions surrounding the fi rst appear-
ance and early evolution of the modern orders of mammals, 
including Primates. His fi eld-based research in Panama and Florida 
emphasizes the Miocene, in Wyoming, Montana, and Colombia, 
the Paleocene and Eocene. He is an author of over 90 peer-
reviewed articles, is on the Editorial Board for the Journal of 
Mammalian Evolution and also teaches and advises students in the 
biology, geology, and anthropology departments. 

Harbor History Boat Tours 2019
Tuesdays, January 8 and 22, 

February 5 and 19,  March 5 and 19
$35 per adult / $25 per child 

The Randell Research Center is again partner-
ing with Captiva Cruises to offer six exciting 
Harbor History Boat Tours of Northern Pine 
Island Sound each departing on a Tuesday from 
Pineland at 12:30 p.m. The 2019 dates are January 
8 and 22, February 5 and 19, March 5 and 19. 

The 90-minute, round-trip will be aboard the 
Santiva, a very stable pontoon boat with shade 
over most of the seats. Our narrator will be 
Denége Patterson, author of A Tour of the Islands 

Global Warming and the Origin 

Paleontology, Florida Museum

of Pine Island Sound: Their Geology, Archaeology, and History. You will 
learn about the surprises encountered when Wilson’s Cut was 
dredged at Pineland, discover why the stories of Useppa Island 
are a metaphor for all the islands, learn how mysterious islands 
might have received their names, and explore how geologic 
processes worked to create the rich Pine Island estuary.  

Your reservations and $35 per adult payment are made with 
Captiva Cruises by calling (239) 472-5300. Car parking, check-in 
and pre-trip orientation will be at noon on the day of your reser-
vation in the Classroom at Calusa Heritage Trail, 13810  Waterfront 
Drive, Pineland, FL. These tours are fascinating and popular and 
no additional dates will be added this year. If you have questions, 
please call Captiva Cruises, (239) 472-5300.

The Santiva, our boat for the Harbor History Tours. Photo provided by 
Captiva Cruises.

Jonathan Bloch, Ph.D., 
Curator of Vertebrate 

Paleontology
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Seasonal Address (so we can send you your newsletter while you are away)
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City / State / Zipcode

Use my seasonal address from ___________ to___________.
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❏  Individual ($30) and Student ($15): quarterly Newsletter and 
free admission to Calusa Heritage Trail

❏  Family ($50): The above + advance notice on special events and 
programs

❏  Contributor ($100-$499): The above + annual honor roll listing in 
newsletter + 10% discount on RRC publications and merchandise

❏  Sponsor ($500-$999): The above + invitation to annual 
Director’s tour and reception

❏  Supporter ($1,000-$4,999): The above + listing on annual 
donor plaque at Pineland site

❏  Sustaining Members ($5,000-$19,999), Benefactors 
($20,000-$99,999), and Patrons ($100,000 and above) 
receive all of the above + complimentary RRC publications and 
special briefi ngs from the Director.

For more information about establishing an endowment, creating a bequest or charitable remainder trust, or giving gifts of property or securities, please contact
Marie Emmerson, Senior Director of Development, emmerson@ufl .edu, cell: 352-256-9614. 

The Randell Research Center is a program of the Florida Museum of Natural History, University of Florida.
Thank you for your support.
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Pineland, Florida • December 2018
Phone 239-283-2062
Email: rrc@fl mnh.ufl .edu

Dear Friend,
You are cordially invited to join, or renew your membership in, the RRC’s support society, Friends of the Randell 

Research Center. All Friends of the RRC receive a quarterly newsletter and free admission to the Calusa Heritage 
Trail at Pineland. Supporters at higher levels are entitled to discounts on our books and merchandise, advance notice 
of programs, and special recognition. Your continuing support is vital to our mission. It means more research, more 
education, and continued site improvements at the Randell Research Center. Thank you.

Sincerely,

Cindy Bear 
Coordinator
Randell Research Center

Please check the membership level you prefer, and send this form with your check payable to 
University of Florida Foundation, to:

Membership Coordinator • Randell Research Center • PO Box 608 • Pineland, Florida 33945

Sincerely,

Cindy Bear 
Coordinator



To place order, make check payable to 
University of Florida Foundation and mail to:

Randell Research Center 
PO Box 608
Pineland, FL 33945.
Questions? 239-283-2157
E-mail: rrc@fl mnh.ufl .edu

Name (please print):  ___________________________________________________
Mailing address (please print): ____________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Zip code (please print): __________________________________________________

Total for items ordered:
Friends of the RRC who give at the $100

level or above may deduct 10%  Discount: —
Florida residents add sales tax:

Shipping: Add $5.00 for fi rst item,
$1.00 for each additional item:

TOTAL:

$

Books, Videos, Cards, and RRC Gear
BOOKS ON SOUTHWEST FLORIDA’S ARCHAEOLOGY & HISTORY NUMBER 

ORDERED COST

A Tour of the Islands of Pine Island Sound, Florida: Their Geology, Archaeology, and History
by Denége Patterson. RRC Popular Series No. 2, softcover, full color, $29.95 $
The Plant World of the Calusa: A View from Pineland
written and illustrated by Martha Kendall, RRC Popular Series No. 1, softcover, full color, $24.95 $
The Calusa and Their Legacy: South Florida People and Their Environments
by Darcie A. MacMahon and William H. Marquardt, U. Press of Florida, hardcover, $39.95 $
The Archaeology of Pineland: A Coastal Southwest Florida Site Complex, A.D. 50-1710, edited by 
William Marquardt and Karen Walker, Monograph 4, hardcover, 935 pages, 408 fi gures, 231 tables, bibliographic references, $125.00 $
Discovering Florida: First-Contact Narratives from Spanish Expeditions along the Lower Gulf Coast
edited and translated by John E. Worth, U. Press of Florida, softcover, $27.95 $
The Florida Journals of Frank Hamilton Cushing
edited by Phyllis E. Kolianos and Brent W. Weisman, University Press of Florida, hardcover $49.95 $
Sharks and Shark Products in Prehistoric South Florida
by Laura Kozuch, Monograph 2, softcover, $5.00 $
The Archaeology of Useppa Island
edited by William H. Marquardt, Monograph 3, hardcover $35.00, softcover $20.00 $
New Words, Old Songs: Understanding the Lives of Ancient Peoples in 
Southwest Florida Through Archaeology
by Charles Blanchard, illustrated by Merald Clark, SALE!  hardcover $10.00, softcover $5.00 $
Fisherfolk of Charlotte Harbor, Florida
by Robert F. Edic, hardcover, $35.00 $
Missions to the Calusa
by John H. Hann, U. Press of Florida, hardcover, $35.00 $
Randy Wayne White’s Ultimate Tarpon Book: The Birth of Big Game Fishing
edited by Randy Wayne White and Carlene Fredericka Brennen. U. Press of Florida, softcover, $21.95 $
Eyes of the Calusa
by Holly Moulder, a historical novel for young readers, winner of the silver medal in young adult fi ction from the 
Florida Publisher’s Association, White Pelican Press, $8.95 $
The Crafts of Florida’s First People
by Robin Brown, a step-by-step guide to making Florida Indian tools and containers (for ages 10 and up), 
Pineapple Press, softcover, $9.95 $
Water from Stone: Archaeology and Conservation at Florida’s Springs
by  J. O’Donoughe. U. Press of Florida, hardcover, $74.95 $
Florida Weather and Climate
by J. Collins, R. Rohli and C. H. Paxton. U. Press of Florida, hardcover, $34.95 $
Sea Level Rise in Florida: Science, Impacts, and Options 
by A. C. Hine, D. P. Chambers, T. D. Clayton, M.R. Hafen and G. T. Mitchum. U. Press of Florida, hardcover, $34.95 $

CALUSA POSTCARDS
Images from the Calusa Heritage Trail
Art by Merald Clark, 4”-x-6” postcards, full-color, set of 11 cards, $4.95 $
RRC postcards
Art by Patricia Randell, 4” x 6” black and white, set of 4, $2.00 $

RANDELL RESEARCH CENTER GEAR
RRC logo hat $21.95 $
Calusa Heritage Trail T-shirts designed by Merald Clark: 
Specify size (S, M, L, XL)
  • Seven Masks (black with white image, seven Calusa masks), $18.95 $

+

+

$


