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Introduction

In 1948, archaeologists John W. Griffin and Ripley P. Bullen of the Florida Parks Service conducted two
weeks of excavations at the Safety Harbor site (8P12) on Old Tampa Bay (Figure 1), the type site for the period
and culture of the same name. Although they published a summary of these excavations (Griffin and Bullen
1950), many details were not included. For example, the report includes no plan drawings and artifacts are
tabulated only in aggregate (by excavation block, rather than by square). Fortunately, the Florida Museum of
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Figure 1. Location of the Safety Harbor Site.

Natural History (FLMNH) curates
relatively detailed notes and
drawings of the excavations. We
use geographic information system
(GIS) mapping to review these
for new insights, particularly
regarding domestic architecture,
a facet of Safety Harbor material
culture that has remained elusive.

General Background

The Safety Harbor culture is
arguably one of the most poorly
understood of the many local
manifestations of the broader
Mississippian “culture” across the
southeastern United States. Safety
Harbor ceramics, defined by Willey
(1949) (see also Stirling 1936:353;
Willey and Woodbury 1942:235,
245) on the basis of burial
mound assemblages excavated by
Matthew Stirling (1930, 1931) as
well as other excavations around
Tampa Bay, have been the topic
of considerable archaeological
interest (e.g., Bullen 1969,
Luer 1985, 1992a, 1993, 1996;
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Sears 1967). So too have the mounds and burial
practices associated with Safety Harbor period sites
(e.g., Hutchinson 2006; Luer 2002a, 2002b; Luer and
Almy1987; Mcleod 2014; Mitchem 1988; Mitchem
et al. 1985).

But as Mitchem (1989:583) has noted, “very
little” is known about Safety Harbor domestic life
(see also Bullen 1978:51). Indeed, Mitchem’s
litany of what we do not know about Safety Harbor
covers almost every aspect of the daily lives of the
Mississippian people of the Tampa Bay area:

Needed are data on house sizes and patterns,
faunal remains, floral remains (both utilization
of wild species and horticultural production),
settlement and population estimates, duration
of settlement in a particular location, intrasite
activity areas, tool and ornament production,
patterns of settlement location, utilization
of environmental zones, site specialization
(craft specialization, exploitation of particular
resources, etc.), and seasonality. This list
could easily be expanded, but the gaps in basic
information about Safety Harbor habitation
sites are clear. [Mitchem 1989:603]

Such broad gaps in our understanding stem
directly from the scarcity of excavations of Safety
Harbor “habitation sites.” To be fair, however, a large
number of studies have taken place in domestic areas
dating to the Safety Harbor period since Mitchem
wrote his lament in 1989 (and more are under
way). Much of the new data relate to radiocarbon
dates, subsistence, ceramics, and shell and lithic tool
making and use, while domestic architecture is still
poorly understood.

In the Circum-Tampa Bay region, studies include
work in St. Petersburg at Safety Harbor (Mitchem
1994), Yat Kitischee (8PI1753) (Austin 1995),
the Narvaez/Anderson Site (8PI54) (Austin 2000;
Simpson 1998), Bayshore Homes (8PI41) (Austin et
al. 2008), and the Weeden Island Site (8PI1) (Arthur
et al. 2018; O’Donnell 2020; Sampson 2019). In
the South-Central region of Safety Harbor culture,
they include work in the Bradenton-Sarasota area at
Shaw’s Point Ridge 3 (8MA7) (Schwadron 2002:83-
84), Eagle’s Nest Site West Midden (8MA132)
(Archaeological Consultants 2006), Boylston Mound
(85035) (Luer 1992b), Old Oak Site (8S0O51) (Luer
n.d.), the Shell Ridge Midden of the Palmer Site

(8502) (Kozuch 1998; Newsom 1998; Quitmyer
1998), and Snake Island (8S02336) (Koski and
Peres 2001). Also in the South-Central region, other
work has been conducted at Nineteen Owner Midden
(8SO85A) (Luer 2002c) and Tippecanoe Bay Midden
(8CH87) (Luer 2002d) on the north side of Charlotte
Harbor, and at Big Mound Key (8CH10) on the Cape
Haze peninsula (Austin 2020; Luer 2007, 2014a:82-
85, 2014b:107-123, 2020).

Nonetheless, the 1948 excavations at the type
site of Safety Harbor by John W. Griffin and Ripley
P. Bullen remain substantial. Over the course of just
two weeks, using a field crew comprised of county
prisoners who worked under the supervision of a
shotgun-bearing guard (Weisman 1994:224), Griffin
and Bullen conducted excavations in three areas of
the site (Figure 2): 1) on top of the large platform
mound (Area A); 2) on an elevated area in the
northern arm of the village (Area B); and 3) in the
western extension of the midden (Area C) (Griffin
and Bullen 1950:Figure 1).

Excavations of the platform mound revealed
a complicated construction sequence (Griffin and
Bullen 1950:15-19), including several later platform
surfaces with features, as described in more detail
below. Their two trenches in the village midden
produced uneven results. While the trench in Area
B was “not too productive” (Griffin and Bullen
1950:8), the excavations in Area C identified an area
of intensive occupation evidenced by dense artifact
deposits and numerous features (Griffin and Bullen
1950:20-22).

Griffin and Bullen (1950) published a relatively
thorough account of their excavations at Safety
Harbor. However, many key details were not
included in the report. For example, although the
authors noted seemingly important variations in the
distribution of material culture, both vertically (in
Area A) and horizontally (in Area C), artifacts were
tabulated only in aggregate (by excavation block),
rather than by square. In addition, although features
were encountered (especially in Area C), Griffin and
Bullen’s report did not present any plan maps or
photographs. Fortunately, FLMNH curates relatively
detailed notes and drawings of the excavations. We
use GIS to review these archival sources for new
insights, particularly regarding domestic architecture.
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Site Background

The Safety Harbor site is located on a high
(approximately 4 m tall) natural bluff on the western
entrance to a small embayment at the northern end
of Old Tampa Bay, the latter consisting of a larger
embayment in the northwest of greater Tampa Bay.
The site was briefly described by Brinton (1859:118,
171) and Walker (1880:410-411) in the late 1800s,
and by C. B. Moore (1903:356) in the early 1900s.
Brinton (1859:118, 171) appears to have been
the first to associate the site with the Native town
of Tocobaga, described in Spanish accounts of the
1560s through early 1700s (Escalante Fontaneda
1944; Hann 1991, 2003; Solis de Meras 2017; Worth
2014). Brinton (1859:118) noted that “a large mound
still seen in the vicinity [of Old Tampa Bay] marks
the spot” of Tocobaga. Walker and Moore were both
denied permission to excavate, although the former
provided a description of the stratification of the
site’s largest mound.

Matthew Stirling, Chief of the Smithsonian
Institution’s Bureau of American Ethnology, visited
the “ancient village site at Safety Harbor” in 1929
(Stirling 1930:184) and returned the following year
to excavate the burial mound at the site (Stirling
1931:167-172). He and his small crew worked
quickly to uncover the remains of over a hundred
people and their associated burial goods, mainly
pottery. Unfortunately, the methods were coarse and
the results minimally reported (Stirling 1931; see
also Hrdlicka 1940; Stojanowski and Johnson 2011;
Willey 1949).

Gordon Willey (1949) drew on the collections
generated by Stirling’s excavations in his development
of a chronology for the Florida Gulf Coast. Willey
(1949) made Safety Harbor the type site for a
pottery complex of the same name and for the local
manifestation of the broader spatial, temporal, and
cultural category known as “Mississippian,” running
from ca. A.D. 1050 to 1600.

As noted above, John Griffin and Ripley Bullen
(1950) conducted work at the Safety Harbor site in
19438, the year the property was acquired by Pinellas
County for the purposes of creating Philippe Park
(Figure 3). The park (the first established in Pinellas
County) was named for legendary settler Odet
Philippe, who established his small citrus plantation
of St. Helena on the location of the former Native

1. 2o AP >

Figure 3. Area A Excavation in 1948 in the Platform
Mound Summit at the Safety Harbor Site. From left:

Lucius Ruder (Chair of the Pinellas County Park Board),

John Griffin, and Ripley Bullen. Photo in possession of
the senior author. This image was originally published in
the St. Petersburg Times (1948), which noted that
“the dog assists in finding old bones.”

town in the 1850s (see Defoor 1997). Several
groups of avocational archaeologists conducted
investigations at the Safety Harbor site in the late
1960s (Mitchem 1989:52-53). Results of this work
unfortunately have not been published. In the 1980s
and 1990s, Mitchem (1994) analyzed a collection of
lithics from the Safety Harbor site that is curated at
FLMNH, including lithics recovered by Griffin and
Bullen in 1948.

More recently, the University of South Florida
(USF) began a program of archaeological testing
at the Safety Harbor site. The testing included
geophysical survey and systematic shovel testing of
the village area, as well as additional geophysical




PLuckHAHN ET AL,

SAFETY HARBOR SITE 1948 EXCAVATIONS 7

survey and small diameter coring of Mound A. A
report of the results of this testing is in preparation;
we draw insights from the geophysical survey later
in the paper.

Methods

FLMNH Collections Manager Donna Ruhl
brought the primary documentation of Griffin
and Bullen’s excavations at Safety Harbor to the
attention of the senior author on a visit to FLMNH in
2018. Pluckhahn photographed the excavation notes
and lab forms. Perusal of the notes and plan maps
allowed Pluckhahn to sketch the layout of excavation
squares and to determine that these were designated
by the coordinates of their southwest corners.

Georeferencing of Griffin and Bullen’s
(1950:Figure 1) site map allowed us to place their
excavations roughly on a modern topographic map
of the Safety Harbor site derived by LiDAR (light
detection and ranging) technology. As noted below,
we were able to pinpoint more precisely the location
of one of their excavation trenches (Area B) based on
the results of recent geophysical survey.

In 2020, as part of a course the senior author was
teaching in GIS methods for anthropological research
at USF, then-undergraduate students Almeida and
Whittingslow created shapefiles (shp) for the 5 ft
excavation squares in the ArcMap component of
Environmental Systems Research Institute (ESRI)
software. They also transcribed Griffin and Bullen’s
artifact tabulations to spreadsheets, so that these
tables could be joined to the shp files in order to
create choropleth maps (maps that unite two datasets)
showing quantities of artifacts by square and level.

Griffin and Bullen dug primarily in arbitrary 6 in
levels. We assume that the soils were not screened,
given the standards of the day, but it is clear that
they were relatively meticulous in collecting certain
categories of artifacts, especially pottery. For
example, 520 sherds were tabulated for a single 6 in
level in one 5 ft square in Area C. On the other hand,
other categories of artifacts, such as unmodified
shell, were not tabulated at all.

We summarize many of Griffin and Bullen’s
artifact sorting categories, either because they were
too detailed for the present analyses, or because
they were inconsistently applied. As an example
of the former, they described numerous varieties of

Pinellas Plain rim forms, distinctions which may
hold diagnostic value but which are not relevant to
our focus on domestic architecture. As an example
of the latter, although a few European ceramics
are described by ware, most are tabulated only as
“Spanish pottery” so we subsumed all under this
category.

Pluckhahn digitized the features that Griffin
and Bullen drew in plan. In a few cases, we have
approximated the locations and shapes of features
that are mentioned in the field notes or drawn in
profile but not in plan. We feel confident in the
relative accuracy of these based on Griffin and
Bullen’s notes regarding the center points and
diameters of these features. We have no way of
ascertaining how thorough Griffin and Bullen were
with regard to documenting features, although the
notes are relatively detailed, especially with regard
to Area C (as noted below). In a few cases, features
end at the boundaries between 5 foot squares. This is
usually because one square was not excavated to the
same depth as its adjoining square.

Results
Area A, Platform Mound Summit

Griffin and Bullen excavated a total of nineteen 5
x 5 ft (1.5 x 1.5 m) squares in Area A on the summit
of Mound A at the Safety Harbor site (Figure 4). The
units were arranged in a cruciform pattern, 65 ft (19.8
m) long and 30 ft (9.1 m) wide, with the long axis
oriented slightly west of north and perpendicular to
the ramp that extends down the mound’s southwest-
facing slope. The units were placed on a grid oriented
to a zero point near the center of the cruciform; the
grid increased in positive numbers to the east and
in negative numbers to the west. Grid corners to
the north and south were designated in increasing
increments left and right of this line (respectively).

Georeferencing of the excavation plan to our
LiDAR-based elevation model indicates that the
Area A excavation trench sloped slightly, from 13.5
m at the north to slightly more than 14.0 m at the
south. With a total excavated area of 475 ft? (44.1
m?), the Area A excavations covered about 11.7% of
the contemporary mound summit as defined by the
13.6 m contour in our LiDAR-based topographic
map, roughly coincident with the 45 ft (13.7 m)
contour on QGriffin and Bullen’s (1950:Figure 1)
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Figure 4. Area A Excavation Plan of Griffin and Bullen in the Platform Mound Summit. Their units are georeferenced
on our LiDAR-based elevation model.
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map. The trenches were reportedly dug to a depth
of about 5 ft below the mound summit with post hole
tests extending downward around another 3 ft (0.91
m) (Griffin and Bullen 1950:15). Griffin and Bullen
noted that the total depth of around 8 ft (2.4 m) in
their excavations “did not quite penetrate the upper
half” of the mound.

In arecent paper, Kendal Jackson, Pluckhahn, and
Victor Thompson (2021) described the stratigraphy
and dating of Mound A, as revealed through both
Griffin and Bullen’s trench and our own, more
recent investigations. To summarize briefly, a dome-
shaped primary mound comprised of marine clay
was expanded into a larger platform mound by the
addition of alternating layers and lenses of sand,
shell, and re-deposited midden. Above this, in the
upper levels of the mound, are a series of included
superimposed layers of clay and presumably ir situ
midden.

Griffin and Bullen (1950:17) express some
ambivalence about whether these clay layers
represent occupational “floors.” On one hand, they
note that no post holes were found in association
and that the layers consisted in some areas of lumps
rather than even lenses, while on the other they
noted that the clay layers had “large amounts of
occupational debris on and just above them.” Griffin
and Bullen described three main occupation layers in
the portion of the mound they excavated. We discuss
each of these in turn, reconstructing the associated
features and artifacts as closely as possible from their
published and unpublished descriptions.

The first occupation layer was identified by
features beginning at a depth of around 5 to 7 in (13
to 18 cm) below the modern ground surface. Not
surprisingly (given the shallow depth), Griffin and
Builen (1950:19) noted that this layer had been
disturbed by “picnickers and others,” as evidenced
by the presence of modern materials (a Victrola
record fragment, charcoal briquettes, brick, recent
glass, fragments of iron) and intrusions (decaying
cedar posts, an animal burrow, and a previous
excavation). However, they reported that the mound
was “otherwise undisturbed” (Griffin and Bullen
1950:19).

We dated a sample of deer bone recovered in
Griffin and Bullen’s first level in Area A from 0 to 6
in (0 to 15 cm) below the ground surface. It produced
a radiocarbon age of 730 = 25 B.P., calibrated at
2-sigma to cal A.D. 1230 to 1377 (UGAMS-41138)
(Table 1). This is consistent with the middle Safety
Harbor period, but younger than another date from
lower in their excavation, which probably should
be considered an earliest possible date for the final
occupation layer.

In their report, Griffin and Bullen (1950:17)
noted the presence of two pits and an unspecified
number of post holes in association with this layer,
but they did not provide further description except to
say the post holes were “few in number and formed
no recognizable floor plan or pattern.” Examining
their notes, we identified 11 features that seem to
be associated with this occupation layer (Figure 5).

Table 1. Radiocarbon Dates of Materials from Griffin and Bullen’s Area A Excavations. All samples were deer bone
collagen. All AMS ages (14C B.P.) are corrected for isotopic fractionation (13C). Calibrations were obtained using OxCal
4.4 (Bronk Ramsey 2021) and the Intcal20 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2020).

Sample ID# | Provenience 13C, 14C B.P., Calibrated Date, Calibrated Date,
o/00 1-Sigma 1-Sigma (68.3%) 2-Sigma (95.4%)
UGA-41138 | 0to 6 inches -21.26 | 730 +/-25 |A.D. 1270 to 1288 A.D. 1230 to 1244 (3.0%),
1257 to 1300 (91.2%)),
1371 to 1377 (1.3%)
UGA-41139 | 18 to 24 inches | -20.55 |710+/-25 |A.D. 1276to 1296 A.D. 1267 to 1304 (85.9%),
1366 to 1381 (9.5%)
UGA-41140 |24 to30inches |-20.38 | 850+/-25 |A.D. 1173 to 1224 A.D. 1161 to 1262 (95.4%)
UGA-41141 |48to 54 inches |-20.26 |560+/-25 |A.D. 1327 to 1349 33.1%), | A.D. 1319 to 1360 (46.7%),
1395 to 1413 (35.1%) 1388 to 1425 (48.7%)
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One of these is specifically identified in the notes
as a pit, and we have assumed the same of one of
the other larger mapped features. Eight of the nine
mapped post holes have rounded shapes suggestive
of Native American architectural features, while the
last is rectangular and may correspond with one of
several later, historic-era cedar posts that Griffin and
Bullen referenced in their notes and report.

The mapped features associated with this
occupation layer cluster near the center of the
cruciform-shaped excavation block, with one cluster
of four posts and one pit in Square 0 and another
cluster of five post holes and one pit in Squares -10R 1
and -15R1. Given the lack of additional features (or
at least mapped features), it is obviously speculative
to identify any potential post alignments. However, it
is worth noting that four of the five posts in the latter
cluster form a line extending northeast to southwest,
and that this line corresponds well with two of the
three posts in the former cluster; together these could
conceivably indicate a wall of posts around 5 m in
length, albeit with a large gap at center.

Griffin and Bullen’s first occupation layer
corresponds with their first and second 6 in levels.
Fortunately, the excavation notes break down the
artifact totals by level and square, allowing us to plot
the density of various categories using choropleth
maps (Figure 6). Native American pottery was
plentiful in these two levels (n=665), especially in
the southern half of the excavation and adjacent
to the units where features were mapped at this
level. By far, the largest concentration is observed
in Square -10R1, corresponding to one of the two
feature clusters. A slightly higher concentration in
Square -5L7 may indicate a separate activity area on
the northern edge of the mound.

Bone fragments (separated by Griffin and Bullen
as “animal,” fish, turtle, and bird but combined here)
were also plentiful (n=209) and follow the same
general pattern. However, the concentration of bone
in Square -10R1 is matched by that in Square 10R1
to the east. Flaked stone artifacts, despite being
relatively uncommon in these two levels (n=8), also
follow the same trend, with concentrations in the
southern half of the excavation block and in two
squares to the north.

As may be 'expected, Spanish pottery was
found primarily in association with this uppermost
occupation layer; the first two levels accounted for

6 of the 9 Spanish ceramics that were found in the
Area A excavation block. These 6 sherds of Spanish
pottery were dispersed across an equal number of
squares in the southern half of the excavation block.
Historical accounts (Solis de Meras 2017:178)
indicate that the Spanish met with the Tocobaga chief
in his house on top of a mound. It may be reasonable
to surmise that whatever structure may be indicated
by the concentrations of features and artifacts in the
southern half of this first occupation layer represents
a house of a chief and his family.

Griffin and Bullen (1950:17) described the next
presumed occupation zone as represented by a group
of post holes encountered at a depth of 14 to 18 in
(36 to 46 cm). This corresponds with their third 6 in
level, from 12 to 18 in (31 to 46 cm) below surface.
However, given that the features encountered at this
level continued downward to various depths, we also
associate their fourth level, from 18 to 24 in (46 to 61
cm), with this occupation layer. A fragment of deer
bone recovered by Griffin and Bullen from the 18 to
24 in level produced a radiocarbon age of 710+25
B.P, calibrated at 2-sigma to cal A.D. 1267 to 1381
(UGAMS-41139). This date is nearly identical to
the date from their first level, and likewise suggests
use of the mound summit during the middle Safety
Harbor period. Consistent with the stratification, it is
more recent than another date on deer bone from the
level below (24 to 30 in, 61 to 76 cm), at 850+25 B.P.
and calibrated at 2-sigma to cal A.D. 1161 to 1262
(UGAMS-41140).

Unfortunately, our examination of the field notes
revealed only three post holes mapped in plan view
at this level, all in Square -5 near the center of the
excavation block (Figure 7). To these, we have added
two areas of burning, the locations and dimensions
of which were recorded in their field notes at depths
of 12 to 13 in within Squares -5L7 and -5L38, at the
north end of the excavation block. The stain in
the latter square was described as a “black deposit,
composed chiefly of charcoal only 1 1/2 in [4 ¢cm]
thick” underlain by “brown dirt and shells resting
on ‘ash layer’ and interpreted as a “place where
small fire [was] made.” The hearth in Square -5L7
was described as a “thin” area of “charcoal and very
black soil” and interpreted as “evidence of fire.” We
also have added two post features not documented
in field notes but recorded in the profile of the
trench and further noted in their report (Griffin and
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Figure 6. Area A Artifact Densities in the Uppermost Occupation Layer of the Platform Mound Summit.
Shaded units reflect counts of sherds, bone, and stone.
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Bullen 1950:17). One of the post holes is described
as south of grid point -5L3 and the other north of
-5L5. Obviously, given the sparseness of the feature
record, relatively little may be concluded regarding
architectural patterns.

Pottery was more common in these two levels
than in the two above, with a combined total of 960
sherds. Similar to the occupation layer above, here
pottery was concentrated in the four squares at the
center of the cruciform-shaped excavation block,
with only slightly lesser density in four of the five
adjacent squares (Figure 8). Likewise, there is a
second area of slightly lesser concentration near the
northern end of the block; in the case of this second
occupation level, it is associated with the two hearths.

Bone was also more frequent in the second
occupation layer than in the one above, with a total
of 372 fragments in the two associated levels. Like
pottery, bone fragments are concentrated in squares
near the center of the block but, in this case, mainly
in Squares -10R1 and -15R1, just above the east-
facing slope of the mound. Notably little bone was
recovered in the two squares with hearths.

Flaked stone artifacts, although not very
numerous, were also more common in this second
occupation layer (n=23). Artifacts of this type
display relatively little spatial patterning. They are
also at least nominally more concentrated in the
center of the block.

Griffin and Bullen (1950:19) describe the deepest
occupation zone in their block as occurring at a depth
between 36 to 42 in (91 to 107 cm). This occupation
layer was not defined by postmolds, but instead by
an increase in the number of artifacts and presence
of several clay “floors,” as noted above. Specifically,
they describe this occupation layer as situated above
the clay floors and below a layer of white sand.
Examination of the field notes indicates that the clay
layers were encountered at slightly different depths
across the block, and that the layers were of uneven
thickness. We thus consider this occupation level to
be associated with levels excavated between 36 to 42
in (91 to 107 cm) and 42 to 48 in (107 to 122 cm).

Although we did not obtain any radiocarbon
dates on excavated materials from these two levels,
a sample of deer bone from the level below, between
48 to 54 in (122 to 137 cm), produced a radiocarbon
age of 560+25 B.P, calibrated at 2-sigma to cal A.D.

1319 to 1425 (UGAMS-41141). This is more recent
than the three dates retrieved from levels above,
suggesting either a lack of stratigraphic control or
an intrusion from layers above. Nevertheless, all the
dates we retrieved based on materials from Griffin
and Bullen’s excavation in Mound A are close in age
and suggest either continuous occupation or a series
of occupations across the middle Safety Harbor
period.

Griffin and Bullen (1950:Figure 2) mapped some
of the clay floors associated with the third occupation
layer in profile; their excavation notes include plan
drawings of the clay layers and other associated
stratigraphic zones for some of the excavation
squares. However, it is difficult to determine if the
clay layers extended into units that were (apparently)
not mapped. In some cases, the lack of a plan map
may indicate that a square was not excavated to this
depth, as their profile drawings suggest was true of
at least a few squares (although artifact counts are
provided for these levels in these squares as well,
adding to the confusion). What we are able to
document points to a complicated layer of sediments
described as “clay,” “thick clay,” “clay nodules,”
“mixed clay,” “clay and ash,” as well as other areas
of reddish, white, gray, and mottled sands (Figure 9).
One area of “clay” and “mixed clay” in Squares -5L1
and -5L.2 appears to have been more continuous in
extent, possibly in keeping with a true “floor.”

To an extent, the clay zones that were mapped
correspond with squares with higher artifact density,
consistent with their interpretation as “floors.”
For example, pottery (n=626) in these two levels
was clustered in squares associated with the more
continuous layer of clay noted above, as well as
with the area of “clay nodules” mapped in the two
northern squares (Figure 10). However, sherds were
also more dense in association with the sand layers
that were mapped in two of the southernmost squares.

Fragments of bone (n=494), were particularly
prevalent here relative to the other two occupation
layers, clustered mainly in Square -5SL1. As with
pottery, this maps onto the more continuous area of
clay near the center of the excavation block. Flaked
stone artifacts (n=8), not particularly plentiful and
spottily distributed here, show a slight concentration
in association with this more continuous clay surface,
as well as with the area of mixed sand and clay zones
to the south in Square -5R2.
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Figure 8. Area A Artifact Densities in the Middle Occupation Layer.
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Figure 9. Area A Features Documented in the Lowermost Occupation Layer of the Platform Mound Summit.
These are placed on our elevation model.
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Figure 10. Area A Artifact Densities in the Lowermost Occupation Layer of the Platform Mound Summit.
Shaded units reflect counts of sherds, bone, and stone.
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Area B, Small Hillock

Griffin and Bullen provide little detail regarding
their second excavation area, located to the north of
Mound A on “a small hillock, reaching a height of
about four feet above the surrounding land... located
near the parking lot.” The elevation they describe
is still a conspicuous feature of the site. Griffin
and Bullen (1950:8) were apparently attracted to
this location by the possibility that it represented an
artificial mound; however, their excavation convinced
them that it was a natural feature (Griffin and Bullen
1950:20). As we noted above, they apparently were
unimpressed with the archaeological deposits in this
portion of the site, describing their work here as “not
too productive” (Griffin and Bullen 1950:8). Results
of recent testing corroborate their interpretation of
this rise as mainly a natural feature, albeit one that
was augmented by the deposition of midden.

Griffin and Bullen’s (1950:Figure 1) published
map, in combination with their field notes and
sketches, allow us to place the Area B excavations
with reasonable precision (Figure 11). The roads and
parking areas have been expanded since Griffin and
Bullen’s work. The hillock they investigated is now
located in a grassy area between two parking lots.
Field notes indicate that the Area B excavations were
laid out as a 5 x 50 ft trench oriented due north and
divided into ten 5 x 5 ft squares numbered 1 to 10
(from south to north). Field notes indicate that the
northernmost square (10) was located just south of
the “apparent top of the mound.” Only four of the
squares in the trench were excavated: Square 9 and
Squares 1,2, and 3. The southernmost squares appear
to have fallen in what is today a gravel parking area
bordering a paved road.

The Griffin and Bullen field notes provide a
relatively detailed summary of the stratification
in the Area B excavations, worth quoting here to
supplement the meager description in their published
excavation report:

Essentially this area consists of humic
stained sand about 5" [13 c¢m] thick. Below
this is a zone of occupation about 17" [43 cm]
thick. Next down is a zone of mixed gray and
brown sand. These color zones are major in
size (not giving a mottled effect). Only a few
sherds & shell were found in this mixed zone.

Below is sterile yellow or yellow brown sand.
Decided this “mound” was a sand dune on
which part of the village site is situated.

Unfortunately, the field notes provide little detail
regarding features in Area B, apparently because
few were identified (Figure 12). One pit was drawn
in plan view in the northeast corner of Square 2
at a depth of 6 in (15 cm); this was described as
3.5 in (9 cm) deep with a fill of “black dirt, charcoal,
f. [frequent?] shells.” Two more pits, both in Square
9 at the northern end of the trench, were drawn only
in profile and have been approximated here in this
plan view (Figure 12).

The pit in the southern wall of this square appears
to have been about 4 ft (122 cm) in diameter and 1.5
ft (46 cm) deep, with a fill described as “black gray.”
The other apparent pit, drawn in the west profile of
this square, was about 1.5 ft (46 cm) in diameter and
0.75 ft (23 cm) deep; this is shown as a dip in what
was identified as a transitional zone at 12 to 18 in (31
to 46 cm) below the ground surface, between a darker
soil with shell above and the underlying yellow brown
sand. Thus, the Area B trench included a mixture of
small and larger pit features, perhaps consistent with
food processing and storage (respectively).

The excavation notes do not include totals of
artifacts by excavation square for Area B, so we
are not able to visualize the density of materials by
square in the same way as is possible for Areas A and
C. The aggregate totals for these squares by level,
presented in the published report (Griffin and Bullen
1950:Table 2), document mainly Pinellas Plain
sherds, along with one sherd of St. Johns Plain and
another of Spanish olive jar. The excavation notes
indicate that, in addition to these artifacts, the Area
B excavations produced a few later historic materials
possibly associated with Philippe’s plantation,
including glass and brick fragments.

Area C, Village

Griffin and Bullen’s excavations in Area C were
reportedly positioned across a ridge in the western
extension of the village, a higher contour that they
suggested was “the result of the accumulation of
debris during the Indian occupation” (Griffin and
Bullen 1950:20). Their excavation notes describe
the trench as extending “from road to east of grove
to east over crest of ‘dune’ towards bay.”
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Figure 11. Area B Excavation Plan of Griffin and Bullen
in “Small Hillock.” Their units are placed
on our elevation model.

Although a noticeable ridge is still apparent
in this portion of the site, corresponding with the
“hillock” or “dune” they describe, comparison
of their topographic map with our own LiDAR-
based Digital Elevation Model (DEM) suggests
the landscape in this area is now much different.
Georeferencing of their site map places the Area C
trench to the south of the surviving ridge or knoll,
on the edge of the modern bluff (Figure 13). While
the georeferencing is prone to errors owing to the
general nature of their site map, in this case we are
more confident of the placement of their excavation
trench because it corresponds well in both size and
orientation with a linear anomaly in our Ground
Penetrating Radar (GPR) survey of the area. Based
on the georeferencing of their topographic map with
respect to this geophysical anomaly, the bluff edge is
now about 15 m west of the location shown on their
map, apparently the result of erosion. In addition,
the “hillock™ appears to be much reduced, probably
owing to their excavation.
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Figure 12. Area B Documented Features Placed
on Our Elevation Model.

The Area C excavations were laid out as a 5 x
100 ft (1.5 x 30.5 m) long trench oriented roughly
northeast to southwest. The trench was divided into
twenty 5 ft squares, 16 of which were excavated
(Squares 14, 15, 17, and 19 were not excavated).
Owing to the abundance of features in Squares 3 and
4, the trench was expanded to the north and south
“in an attempt to secure the floor plan of a house”
(Griffin and Bullen 1950:22). These additional
squares were designated by the suffixes L (north) and
R (south). Thus, the Area C excavations included
a total of twenty 5 ft squares for a total area of
500 fi? (46.5 m?).

Griffin and Bullen (1950:20) noted that the soil
profile in Area C was similar to that observed in Area
B, “but more complicated due to more intensive
occupation.” Their profile of the Area C trench
shows a layer of dark soil about 6 in (15 cm) deep. In
their notes, they observed that the soil became darker
with more charcoal at 6 in, “particularly on top of
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Figure 13. Area C Excavation Plan of Griffin and Bullen in the “Village.” Their units are placed on our elevation model.
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rise.” Their profile indicates that this was underlain
by a gray soil horizon of uneven thickness owing to
the presence of a feature, but generally extending
another 1 to 2 ft (30 to 61 cm) below the ground
surface, all over a yellow brown sand (Griffin and
Bullen 1950:Figure 2; see reprint, this issue).

Griffin and Bullen identified a number of potential
features in Area C (Figure 14). The excavation notes
indicate that they designated pits by numbers and
post holes by letters; although the records are unclear
regarding the designation of some features, we have
assigned the smaller as post holes and the larger
as pits. In total, we digitized a total of 83 features
from their plan drawings of these units, including
17 pit features and 66 post holes. Features were
clearly concentrated in the contiguous squares in the
western end of the excavation block, especially the
12 westernmost squares.

Excavation records provide brief notes about
several pits in Area C. Pit 1 was described only as
“dark” but the notes indicate that it was also quite
deep; it was first drawn in plan at 18 in (46 cm)
but another plan drawing indicates it continued to
a maximum of 61 in (155 cm). Pit 2 “heads down
from H. zone... bottom at 35" [89 cm)], contains
shells, charcoal.” Pit 4 was described as containing
shell, with a bottom at 34 in (86 cm). Pits 5a and 5b
were each described as “black area,” the former with
a bottom at 21 in (53 c¢m) depth where it was 6 in
(15 cm) across and the latter with a bottom at 26 in
(66 cm) that was described as “diffuse & rounded.”
Pit 7 was described as “top at 24 [61 cm], bottom
at 30 [76 cm], basin shaped.” A large, unnumbered
stain in Square 11 was described as a pit appearing
at 34 in (86 cm) depth with a bottom at 38 in (97
cm) and with a fill containing “much burnt shell,”
but a side note cautions that it “may be pit or may
be reflection of natural slope of dune.” Finally, a
slightly more detailed description was provided for
Pit 8: “contains Spanish sherd, troweling of wall
produced suggestion that this pit dug from at least
as high as a depth of 16" [41 cm]. Basin shaped.
Bottom at 30" [76 cm].” In sum, as with Area B,
the trench here included a mixture of small and large
pit features, perhaps consistent with food processing
and storage (respectively). Similar descriptions of
depth and shape are provided for most of the post
holes that were identified.

Although Griffin and Bullen’s notes include
tabulation of the artifacts in Area C by both square
and level, there are no indications of superimposed
occupation layers here. Summarizing the vertical
distribution of artifacts in this area, Griffin and Bullen
(1950:20) noted that “Half of the Indian material was
found between the depths of 6 and 12 inches [15 and
31 cm], and half of the remainder in the next lower
6 inches [15 cm].” Thus, there seems little benefit in
parsing artifact distribution by depth in Area C.

On the other hand, Griffin and Bullen (1950:20)
described the horizontal distribution of artifacts in
Area C as “rather interesting.” Specifically, they
noted that shells and pottery were disproportionately
more common in squares to the east of the presumed
living area where most of the features were identified:

Seemingly, the Indians living at Safety Harbor
preferred to keep their living area clear of
shells, which they accomplished either by
tossing the shells toward the water, thus
forming the shell deposit, or by opening the
shells in the area of the deposit and taking the
animal rather than the shells to their homes. It
is also possible that the great amount of black
dirt containing charcoal found with these
shells to the east of stake 14 may indicate that
shellfish were roasted there. Any of these
alternatives would explain the relative lack
of cultural debris among the shells. The very
large number of sherds found at the western
edge of this shell deposit may indicate that
this was a place where pots were frequently
broken. Such might be the case if vessels
were carried to the shell heap to be filled with
shucked shellfish, either cooked or uncooked.

Unfortunately, Griffin and Bullen did not quantify
the shells that were recovered from Area C, apart
from a few shell tools. However, the horizontal
distributions of other artifact classes support their
hypothesis that the feature-dense area of the trench
was a living area kept relatively free of debris, with
refuse deposited in the area to the east (Figure 15).

True to this characterization, pottery sherds
(although plentiful in the block as a whole [n=4736])
were relatively uncommon in the squares where
more features were documented, and more common
in Squares 12 and 13 to the east. Flaked stones
(n=237) show the same general pattern, with higher
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Figure 14. Area C Documented Features (top) and Numbered Pits (bottom) (placed on our elevation model).
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Figure 15. Area C Artifact Densities. Shaded units reflect counts of sherds, bone, and stone.
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counts in three squares (7, 9, and 10) to the east of
the hypothetical living area. Other stone artifacts
(n=149) were similarly distributed, with the highest
densities in Squares 8, 10, 11, and 13. Bone (n=527)
was slightly different in distribution, with the highest
concentration in Square 5, which would fall within
the northern end of the hypothetical structure we
identified based on post hole patterns.

Historic artifacts were relatively limited in the
Area C excavations. Griffin and Bullen recovered
six sherds of Spanish pottery from five excavation
squares, or a maximum of two sherds in any single
square. Most of the Spanish pottery was found in
squares just east of the hypothetical structure. Later
(19th century) historic artifacts were concentrated
primarily in the western edge of the trench, suggesting
that one of Philippe’s houses (or the household of one
of his enslaved workers) might have been located
in this vicinity. Pottery of the 19th century (n=17),
for example, was primarily found in Square 1,

on the far western edge of Area C block. Metal
(n=21) and brick (n=3) artifacts were concentrated
in Squares 1 and 2.

In their published description of the Area C
excavations, Griffin and Bullen (1950:22) indicated
that “the multiplicity of post holes and small pits,
and the impossibility of determining planes of
origin, made the delineation of post hole patterns
impossible.” The inability to identify structural
patterns was clearly not for lack of trying. The
excavation notes indicate that Griffin and Bullen,
in an effort to make sense of the seemingly random
scatter of post features, sorted them by depth and
certainty (“good” or “?”) and color coded them
accordingly on copies of the plan maps. But the
notes also indicate that they identified some tentative
post hole alignments that they did not report, perhaps
because they lacked confidence in the interpretations,
which we have digitized and reproduce in Figure 16.
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Figure 16. Area C Possible Post Alignments Identified by Griffin and Bullen.
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Two parallel and roughly straight lines of post
holes identified by Griffin and Bullen seem too
closely spaced to represent opposing walls of a
square structure. These could conceivably represent
a smaller, special-purpose structure such as a storage
crib or garita (guard house) (see, for example, Scarry
1995:205-206; Scarry and McEwen 1995:Figure 2),
although the presumed unimportance of maize for
the Safety Harbor culture (Bullen 1955) makes the
former interpretation dubious.

On their plan map, Griffin and Bullen penciled
in a possible structural pattern comprised of
two line segments that intersect at a right angle,
suggesting the possibility of a square or rectangular
structure. Rectangular structures may be common
on contemporaneous sites in the Calusa area in
southwest Florida. In that area, small and circular,
single-family houses appear to have been replaced
by much larger and rectangular, multi-family
structures beginning around A.D. 500 (Thompson
et al. 2018:39). The rectangular structure on Surf
Clam Ridge at the Pineland Site Complex (81.L902)
measured 10 x 23 m (Thompson et al. 2014:67). A
mound-top house at Mound Key (8LL2), presumably
belonging to the Calusa chief and his extended family,
was “slightly oval” in shape and approximately 24 m
long and 20 m wide (Thompson et al. 2018:35).
The rectilinear pattern noted by Griffin and Bullen
in the Block C excavations at Safety Harbor is too
partial and open-ended to posit the potential size of
the hypothetical structure it may represent, but the
relatively small size of the posts that make up this
hypothetical pattern would seem inconsistent with
the larger rectangular structures documented on
Calusa sites.

We are more intrigued by a slightly arching
line of post holes identified by Griffin and Bullen,
suggesting that the Area C trench exposed part of a
circular or oval structure that continues to the south.
Artifact distribution patterns, briefly noted by Griffin
and Bullen and more fully visualized above, suggest
that this area of the trench was kept relatively free of
debris. This may be expected if a structure floor was
routinely maintained.

Recent GPR survey in the vicinity of the Area
C excavations provides additional evidence of a
circular or oval structure to the south and southeast
of the trench. Figure 17 displays a horizontal “slice”

of the GPR data from survey blocks in the vicinity of
the Area C trench. Two possibilities seem apparent
in the GPR data area: one consisting of a circle of
anomalies about 15 m in diameter, and the other
comprised of an oval pattern about 7 m wide and 15
m long. Both these potential patterns accord well
with the curving lines of post holes identified by
Griffin and Bullen in the adjacent trench, especially
bearing in mind that our georeferencing of their
trench location and orientation (while abetted by the
GPR data) is nevertheless approximate.

The larger circular pattern in the GPR data, at
15 m in diameter, is bigger than typical Mississippian
houses. However, a circular structure of 11 m
in diameter was identified at the Borrow Pit site
(8LE170) in northern Florida. Although Scarry
(1995:Table 10-1) described this as a probable
council house, recent analysis by Kang (2016:43)
suggests it was a farmstead.

Lamar-period farmsteads in the Oconee Valley
in Georgia included circular “winter” structures
of around 8 and 11 m diameter (Hatch 1995:144).
Griffin and Bullen (1950:30) noted the recovery
of “a single piece of burned clay daub with wattle
impressions” from the Area C trench; although they
saw this as possible evidence of wattle and daub
construction, the paucity of additional fragments
suggests it is more likely that only a portion of the
structure (perhaps a fireplace vent hole) was daubed.
The small size of the post holes identified in their
trench would seem to argue against the presence of a
large and heavily constructed winter structure.

The interior of the oval pattern is free of anomalies,
perhaps consistent with a structure floor, and perhaps
also consistent with the reduced artifact density
noted in this portion of the trench. Smaller circular
and oval structures appear to have been the norm on
contemporaneous sites to the north of Tampa, at late
precontact Lake Jackson and protohistoric Apalachee
sites in northern Florida (Scarry 1995:Table 10-1).
Scarry (1995:204) describes the typical houses at the
Velda site (8LE44) as round or oval in plan, between
5.5 and 7.5 m diameter, constructed of single-set posts
spaced at roughly 1 m intervals. This corresponds
well with the oval pattern posited in the GPR data
from the vicinity of the Area C excavations.
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Concluding Discussion

Griffin and Bullen’s Area A excavations provide
no definitive evidence of architecture on the summit
of Mound A. However, features in the first occupation
layer, along with associated distributions of apparent
domestic debris, are consistent with ethnographic
accounts (see below) suggesting that a residential
structure was present on top of the mound when the
Spanish invaded in the 1500s. The same pattern
appears to hold true for the two earlier occupation
layers, one possibly beginning as early cal A.D. 1160
to 1220. The presence of post molds, some in linear
arrangements (albeit very partial), suggests that
structures were likely of single-set post construction.

The Area B excavations were limited in both extent
and documentation. A few pits were identified and,
along with the artifact assemblage, indicate relatively
intensive occupation of the northern extension of the
village during the Safety Harbor period. However,
the limited evidence does not support any inferences
regarding architectural patterning.

The Area C excavations produced more definite
evidence for architecture in the form of dense clusters
of features and patterned artifact distributions.
Excavation notes indicate that Griffin and Bullen
entertained several possible post hole alignments,
including one rectangular and another more circular.
We lean toward the probability that the Area C trench
intercepted a relatively small, oval structure.

Unfortunately, there is little comparable
excavation data from other Safety Harbor period
sites to help resolve the ambiguity. In the 1990s,
members of the Central Gulf Coast Archaeological
Society conducted test excavations at the Narvaez/
Anderson site, a Safety Harbor period mound and
midden complex. The excavations were limited in
number and size, but the report provides relatively
detailed data regarding the features that were
identified. Profile maps indicate potential clusters
of two or three postmolds in one excavation unit
(Simpson et al. 1998:Figure 8). A plan view photo of
another unit shows a potential arching arrangement
of such post features (Simpson et al. 1998:Figure 11),
possibly lending qualified support to our inference of
a circular or oval structure at the Safety Harbor site.

Recently, Christina Sampson (2019:146-147)
employed magnetic susceptibility and magnetometer
survey to identify five areas of concentrated activities

associated with the Safety Harbor-period occupation
at the Weeden Island site. Ground truthing of these
anomalies by way of test unit and small block
excavations revealed numerous cultural features,
including pits, areas of burning, middens, and
ceramic concentrations. No architectural patterns
were identified, although Sampson (2019:316) notes
that “the configuration of some refuse areas... as
well as the small cooking features” suggest domestic
activity on a small scale, perhaps more consistent
with the smaller oval house pattern we have posited.

Unfortunately, ethnohistorical accounts of
Native houses in Tampa Bay are few in number and
scant in detail, and thus of little help in resolving the
ambiguity. These accounts suggest that although
large structures were present in the Safety Harbor
area, smaller houses were the norm. The so-called
“Gentleman of Elvas” (a Portugese member of the
Soto expedition that landed in Tampa Bay in 1539)
provided a very brief account of the Native houses
in the town of Ucita (presumably on the south side
of Tampa Bay), where Soto established his first base
camp: “The houses were of wood and were covered
with palm leaves” (Robertson 1993:57). Cabeza de
Vaca’s account of the Panfilo de Narvaez expedition
in 1528 includes a brief mention of houses in a
village near their landing spot (presumably on the
Pinellas Peninsula): “And when we arrived at the
Indian huts, or houses, that we had seen we found
them abandoned.... One of the huts was very large,
in which more than three hundred people could fit.
The other were smaller...” (Worth 2014:92).

Thus, we think the preponderance of the
archaeological evidence, combined with the
comparative archaeological and ethnohistorical data,
support the identification of a Safety Harbor domestic
structure of oval form, measuring about 7 m wide
and 15 m long. We acknowledge that the evidence
is less than conclusive, but offer this as a hypothesis
for future testing at the Safety Harbor site or at other
sites of the same time period. In the conclusion to
their report on the excavations at the Safety Harbor
site, Griffin and Bullen (1950:32) observed that
“It is a recognized axiom of archaeology that the
record of life at a site is extremely fragmentary.”
The architectural patterns we have identified from
their excavation notes are likewise fragmentary, but
contribute another piece to the puzzle that persists in
our understanding of the material culture known as
Safety Harbor.
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