The Timucuan Chiefdoms of Spanish Florida, by John E. Worth. The University Presses of Florida. 1998. Two volumes, @$49.95. Vol. 1 Assimilation 280 + xxvi pp., figures, tables, and index. Vol. 2 Resistance and Destruction 273 + xiv pp., figures, tables, and index.

John Worth has produced a classic study, one that all those interested in the late prehistoric and early contact era Southeast should both read and retain as a reference to be used over and over again. While published in two separate volumes, this is clearly a single work, and my review shall proceed accordingly. In this work, Worth has simultaneously produced an exceptionally well written and synthetic history of the Spanish missionization of Florida’s Indians, and an outstanding ethnography of the Timucuan Indians of northern Florida. The study is strongly informed by primary historical documents and to a lesser extent from archaeological research, and Worth brings a unique set of skills to the task. A trained archaeologist (his MA Thesis [Georgia 1988] is a excellent synthesis of the Mississippian period archaeology of the middle Flint River), Worth is also fluent in the Spanish of the early historic period, as his numerous publications and translations in this area testify (most notably the Ranjel and Biedma accounts in The De Soto Chronicles [Alabama 1993]. As such, this study provides both Indian and Spanish perspectives on the activities and impacts of early European settlement in the Florida area, and the lives of the native Timucuans, from the time of earliest contact and before to ca. 1763, when the last Timucuan people left Florida for exile in Cuba.

The study begins with an excellent review of late prehistoric southeastern Mississippian society, which the Timucuans participated in, albeit on the eastern and southern margins of the Mississippian world as traditionally viewed. The Timucua were not a monolithic political entity, that is, no single, overarching chiefdom or polity appears to have been present. Instead a series of what Worth calls small scale chiefdoms were present (exhibiting many of the characteristics of what are sometimes called simple chiefdoms), with the existence of local and regional council houses substituting for the mound complexes observed in many other contemporaneous southeastern societies. Using the extant archaeological and initial contact era historical record, Worth presents a picture, or model, of the location, size, and organizational characteristics of the Indian societies present across northern and eastern Florida the time of contact and, most importantly, how and why these changed over the course of the sixteenth century. 

An extended discussion of the process of missionization follows, occupying the remainder of the first volume. The subject is explored in general terms, as a global process that followed the representatives of the Spanish crown, and in Florida and the Timucuan area in particular. The late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries witnessed the establishment of missions throughout north-central Florida and southeastern Georgia, which Worth elegantly documents through reference to the historic documents and through a series of maps. Mission locations are postulated based on archaeological work, and data derived from documents, using essentially the same procedures Hudson and his colleagues employed to determine the location of societies and specific communities visited by the De Soto and Pardo expeditions. Much as Hudson and his colleagues have reconstructed changes in native societies in other parts of the Southeast, particularly the northern part of the South Appalachian area, in central and northern Georgia and Carolinas, so too Worth has done in admirable fashion for the Timucuan societies of northern and eastern Florida. What is truly special about Worth’s study is that he explores the changing fortunes of native Timucuan societies through time, year by year and decade by decade, a truly diachronic presentation of the unfolding of historical process.

Worth explores the Spanish colonial presence in northern Florida from an equally anthropological perspective, offering a detailed picture of the mission system, the military government, and the economic system linking these with the native societies. A truly comprehensive picture is offered as to how the colonization of Florida proceeded, and how its European and native governments operated. This study is much more than a mere recounting of dates, it is a detailed description of the economic and political systems of Spanish and Indian Florida, how they interacted, and how they changed through time. 

The second volume explores the seventeenth century demographic collapse of the Timucua, their ultimately disastrous revolt or uprising against the Spanish in 1656 and their inevitable defeat and forced resettlement, and their final near total destruction at the hands of English-aligned slavers from the Carolinas in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century. Appreciable attention is directed to the reasons for the dramatic demographic collapse, and to the causes and consequences of the 1656 revolt.

Two extremely valuable appendices provide Worth’s (a) ideas on the probable location as well as brief descriptions of the missions of Spanish Florida, and (b) translations of selected documents. Worth’s historical/ethnohistorical synthesis is based on the inspection and examination of the primary documents, and his work with the archival materials is a singular contribution. He unabashedly admits that his goal was to review and evaluate all of the known and previously reported historic documents for accuracy of transcription and translation, as well as to see if he could discover new source materials in the Archivo General de Indias in Seville and elsewhere. In this he was resoundingly successful, as repeatedly evidenced throughout these volumes, which are filled with insights and observations from the primary documents. Southeastern archaeologists and historians can only hope that Worth (who is only in his mid-30s at this point) will continue to explore and publish on these primary sources throughout the remainder of what has already been an amazingly productive career.

The depth of scholarship evident on every page of this work is impressive, yet equally significant is the fact that Worth’s argument is presented in an accessible style, using prose that is clear and easy to follow. This is an outstanding examination of acculturation and assimilation from a diachronic or long-term perspective, perhaps the single best case study produced to date. As such, Worth’s observations will likely be mined by scholars exploring these topics for many years to come. Minimally, these volumes suggest a host of questions that can be explored through archaeological research, not the least of which is how the dramatic changes Worth documents so well were acted out at the community and household level, and over time. This is a truly monumental work

My one criticism is directed at the publication outlet, and is in no way is meant to reflect on the author’s outstanding abilities and studies. It is most unfortunate that the University Presses of Florida chose to put this work under two covers rather than one. Why this is the case is not explained, but the break between the two volumes is clearly artificial to anyone reading what Worth has presented, resulting in the needless duplication of references cited, indices and prefatory and concluding material. This should have been a single, 450-500 page volume, probably selling for (at the most) two thirds of its current price. This publication strategy has needlessly inflated the price and hence reduced the accessibility of an important reference that otherwise could, and should, be in the hands of many more people. Readers interested in Florida or southeastern archaeology are urged to purchase this work, but are also advised to buy it at conferences or special sales, where appreciable discounts may apply. These volumes are well worth having and reading.
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