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Retracing Footsteps and Dives

IRy

Excavating at Ryan-Harley, 2015. The divers are
Smith and Colonel Curtis Brown of Florida Fish
and Wildlife Law Enforcement. Looking on from
the “swamp camp” is CSFA Associate Director Jessi
Halligan, then Florida State University professor.

ROTHERS RYAN AND HARLEY MEANS,

swimming one day in 1994 in the lower

Wacissa River in north Florida, found
isolated Suwannee projectile points. The locus of
their discovery is known today as the Ryan-Harley archaeologl-
cal site.

Although Suwannee points have been found elsewhere,
Ryan-Harley is the only site to produce a Suwannee lithic as-
semblage from a discrete, buried context. In other words, the
in situ Suwannee points were found associated with the paleo
landscape of the end of the last Ice Age about 12,700 years ago.

A family affair

The sons of world-renowned ecologist and National Geo-
graphic explorer Bruce Means, Ryan and Harley grew up
amid the wild rivers of Florida
and inherited their father’s
insatiable appetite for knowl-
edge of the natural world. They
learned the names of countless species,
some of which were identified and named by

their father.

Bruce Means brought his sons to the Wacissa River
basin as kids, introducing them to the place where one
day they would make their discovery. Harley Means, now
the State Geologist of Florida and Director of the Florida
Geological Survey, and Ryan Means, a wildlife ecologist
and director of the Coastal Plains Institute, are both avo-
cational divers, which is how they discovered Ryan-Harley.
They told Jim Dunbar—the first Florida State underwater
archaeologist—about the site, and in 1999 the Florida Bureau of
Archaeological Research tested the site for the first time.

Testing revealed an extensive array of extinct and extant
faunal remains and lithic artifacts layered in a discrete 5- to
8-cm-thick geologic stratum beneath 1.5 m of sediment. Dun-
bar excavated 193 lithic artifacts and 368 faunal specimens
from 5 m? of this stratum, which was actively eroding into a
small channel. “People paddle over this site all the time,” says
Morgan Smith, Assistant Professor of Anthropology at Uni-
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versity of Tennessee at Chattanooga. “There’s nothing special
about it from the surface.”

Below the surface is what counts. Dunbar’s excavations
revealed debitage as well as unifacial and bifacial stone tools,
including Suwannee points, large unfluted lanceolate points,
dated to 13,000-11,500 yr B.P. Researchers are divided over
whether the unfluted Suwannee point predates or postdates the
fluted Clovis point, but they agree that Suwannee and Clovis
points are similar in morphology.

Although Suwannee points have been found offshore and
inland, what makes Ryan-Harley special is that these points are
found directly associated with species that became extinct at
the end of the Ice Age: muskrat (Ondatra zibethicus),

tapir (Tapirus veroensis), camel (Paleolama miri-
fiea), and giant land tortoise (Geochelone sp.). The
muskrat, a wetland-adapted creature, occupies
a niche in our ecosystem today; if we assume it
occupied a similar niche in the past and wasn’t
brought to Ryan-Harley from far away, we can
imagine a substantial water source nearby.

Windover

Following the path blazed by Dunbar
The now-extinct species inhabited areas
around the Wacissa River, which branches
into intermediate waterways miles below
Goose Pasture. It reforms again just before
flowing into a long sinkhole known as Half
Mile Rise, part of the Aucilla River. (Sinkholes
can appear anywhere in the karst terrain that
characterizes much of Florida topography.)

As an underwater archaeologist, Smith has excavated sev-
eral Floridian river systems, frequently retracing the footsteps
of predecessors; he followed Charles Hoffman's tracks at the
Guest Mammoth site on the Silver River and Jim Dunbar’s on
the Wacissa. For Smith, “a big part of archaeology is remapping
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and retracing footsteps, which can answer previously unan-
swerable questions.”

Thanks to what he has learned in underwater archaeol-
ogy, he has formed conclusions that researchers couldn’t
have drawn 20 years ago. “Some people are still skeptical of
underwater archaeology and the contextual issues with that,”
he says, “so it’s great that between Page-Ladson, Ryan-Harley,
and Guest Mammoth we've independently verified findings and
added more to the story.”

Dozens of sites lie gg
scattered across the §
Aucilla and Wacissa Riv-
ers. One reason is that
Florida water preserves
bones and organic arti-
facts well. “Go out on
land here and dig a
meter-deep pit,” Smith
tells us, “you’ll find just
sand and more sand.
You'll find no organic
material in it below 50
cm or so.” The water, on
the other hand, is quite
stable. The pH of a lot of
Florida rivers is pretty
consistent throughout the year, the temperature is steady at
around 65°-72°F year round, and constant deposition in rivers
forms sequential sediment layers over time,

A site that resists dating
Florida of today disguises its past, when it was brutalized by
capricious Nature. The Ryan-Harley site tOddY lies in a lowland
setting, 4 m above sea level and : =

9.8 km from the coast. During the
Ice Age about 54,000 years ago,
reduced sea level had depressed
the water table, depriving the
area of surface freshwater, and
made of the area an arid wind-
swept plain. Marine sand blasted
about formed a forest of dunes
and laid upon the Suwannee pa-
leosol a blanket of fine quartz
sand 20-45 cm thick. About a
quarter of the faunal assemblage
at Ryan-Harley lies on the surface
of the paleosol, blanketed by the

In 2015 and 2017 Smith excavated Ryan-Harley as part of
his Ph.D. dissertation. CSFA Director Mike Waters and Smith
teamed up to excavate 9 m? of the site and thereby confirmed
the association of extinct Pleistocene fauna with the Suwannee
lithic assemblage, which occur together throughout Unit 3 of
the site, the wind-blown layer of sand.

Smith's team employed an array of dating methods to deter-
mine the age of fauna associated with the Suwannee materials.
Surroundmg sediment was dated by OSL, and organic remains
were radiocarbon dated. If a bone sample
was determined to be collagen-poor and
thus unsuitable for radiocarbon dating,
| powder was extracted using a Dremel
tool for rare earth element (REE) analysis.
(Exotic minerals are present in the envi-
ronment at relative concentrations. When
a vertebrate organism dies and fossiliza-
tion proceeds, its skeleton continuously
absorbs rare earth elements at a known
rate. Thus skeletal remains bear in their

The Means father, Bruce, and sons Ryan
(left) and Harley, who discovered the
Ryan-Harley site and many others on
the Wacissa and Aucilla Rivers, 1999.

concentration of rare earth elements a marker of time elapsed
since death. The downside of REE analysis is the margin of
error, which may be 5% of the sample age.) REE analysis was
performed on bones of tapir, horse, giant tortoise, camel, and
muskrat, and a fragment of a shaft of proboscidean ivory.
Despite the elaborate dating technologies available to
Smith, he hasn’t been able to establish exactly when Suwannee
toolmakers visited the Ryan-Harley site. Radio-
carbon dates from overlying strata all date to the
Middle Holocene, including two ages collected
immediately above the artifact-bearing compo-
nent. The earliest radiocarbon age collected above
the artifact-bearing component is about 7900 yr
B.P. Smith concludes from these results that “the
archaeological assemblage at Ryan-Harley lay
exposed or was intermittently buried and ex-

Smith'’s favorite Suwannee point. The tip was
found out of context in the river channel at
Ryan-Harley; in 1999 the base was found

in context and the refit was executed. Says
Smith, “How cool is that?”

layer of sand. About a quarter of

the lithic assemblage was also found under the sand, having
been propelled downward through the sand by wind over suc-
ceeding millennia.

During the Younger Dryas (12,900-11,700 yr B.P.) the sea
level rose somewhat; the site then lay 60-70 m above sea level,
the shore had retreated to a distance of 120-170 km, and a
seasonally higher water table produced sporadic surface water.
Here finally was a paleoenvironment that could support game.

humed by eolian processes for several millennia before being
capped. . . . This length of exposure is likely the reason for the
absence of organic preservation in Unit 3.”

Smith informs us that no reliable post-Clovis radiocarbon
age has been obtained on megafauna in southeastern U.S.
When he embarked on his mission of analyzing the Ryan-
Harley site he hoped the site might reward him a definitive
answer to the question that has teased a generation of U.S.
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Stratigraphic profile of the Ryan-Harley site.

archaeologists and paleontologists: Does evidence exist of
a refugium that enabled Pleistocene megafauna to survive
beyond the Clovis period about 12,600 yr B.P.? A reliable date
on Pleistocene extinctions inferred from faunal remains found
at the Page-Ladson site, less than 4 km from the Ryan-Harley
site, fails the test for a megafauna refugium. Although a small
assemblage of Pleistocene faunal remains was found at Ryan-
Harley, Smith is confident they are most likely an instance
of the “old-fossil problem”—skeletal material previously de-
posited on the landscape before Suwannee arrived at the site
and that later commingled with Suwannee material. Smith
admits that before undertaking this project he was skeptical
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a single precise date. A Suwannee point found beneath an Early
Archaic Bolen point at the Darby Springs site in central Florida
has also been imprecisely dated to 11,900-10,900 yr B.P.
Suwannee pointsare widespread in the Lower Southeastern
Coastal Plain. Their relative chronology and regional distribu-
tion have led researchers to concur that the Suwannee-point
industry thrived during the Younger Dryas, an interstadial
toward the end of the Middle Paleoindian that brought a

of finding a refugium, but thought it nec-
essary to test the site. Today he can say,
“To me, the reward was that no matter
the answer, we figured out something
important!”

The elusive Suwannee culture

The consensus of the scientific commu-
nity places the Suwannee occupation in |
the Middle Paleoindian period (13,000- |
11,500 yr B.P.). An invaluable aid to re-

Smith in the Tennessee River, downtown
Chattanooga, preparing side-scan sonar
for use in his class in underwater archaeol-
ogy at University of Tennnessee, 2021.

searchers who seek to understand the Suwannee culture would
be an absolute date on the Suwannee lithic assemblage found
at the Ryan-Harley site. Unfortunately, Smith is obliged to
confess that “we have no dates on Suwannee . . . yet” He notes
that a Suwannee point recently found at the Page-Ladson site
offers the first-ever date on Suwannee; it was, however, found
in soil and therefore presents a wide bracket of dates instead of

return to cooler and
wetter conditions.
Surface water became
available in the Wa-
cissa River basin dur-
ing the Younger Dryas
about 12,600 yr B.P.
= and ended 900 years
i later. Smith identifies
a major problem he
and fellow scientists
are finding with the
Middle Paleoindian
— period, even at Page-
Ladson: A radiocarbon
™ gapexistsintheregion
= | owing to the effect of
Younger Dryas on the environment; the climate was very dry
and windy during the Younger Dryas, and that happens to be
when we think Suwannee people were living. Smith regrets
that “because of the radiocarbon gap, we haven’t been able to
date Suwannee.”

Florida boasts about a dozen Suwannee sites, and hundreds
of Suwannee-type points have been found in its rivers. “At is-
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sue,” says Smith, “is discrete Suwannee components.” What's
more, the entire Middle Paleoindian period is generally under-
studied. “We don’t have many discrete sites with just Middle
Paleoindian components,” he tells us. Particularly in Florida,
Middle Paleoindian artifacts are often found conflated with
material from later occupations like the Bolen people, whose
projectile point was classic Early Archaic. “It’'s therefore an
assumption to begin with that these are Middle Paleoindian,”
he declares. “We don’t have ages on any of them. We usually
find them commingled with Early Archaic material.” Given the
current state of our knowledge, some scientists say Suwan-
nee points are pre-Clovis, others post-Clovis, and some argue
they’re a Clovis contemporary. “It’s all over the board, like
choose your own adventure,”

Calling Suwannee points pre-Clovis, however, seems to
invite the most controversy. Smith doubts that the Suwannee
points at Ryan-Harley predate C10V1s simply because of the
great number of points 3wy ; ;
recovered there. To him i
“it’s counterintuitive that
such a profundity of pre-
Clovis diagnostics would
exist in Florida when re-
searchers elsewhere in
the hemisphere have to
scratch desperately to
find a single pre-Clovis
point.”

What sets Ryan-Har- &
ley apart from other sites
is that no artifacts from
other cultural per iods
were found in the Suwan- A -
nee component. Smith adds that three refits found in Umt
3 confirm a discrete Suwannee occupation. Nearly 96% of
the toolstone found within Unit 3 is locally available chert.
To a much lesser degree other types of chert specific to the
drainage of different rivers were found at Ryan-Harley, which
indicates people traveling between river drainages. Also
found was quartzite that probably came from the Appalachian
Mountains, at most 200 miles distant. Smith is hopeful that
“sourcing that quartzite is an interesting project waiting to
happen.”

A subsistence strategy beyond big-game hunting
Smith’s team screened sediment samples collected at Ry-
anHarley through Ys-inch mesh to ensure they didn’t miss
anything. The presence of small material verified that the site
was intact and hadn’t been disturbed. The team found abun-
dant bones of small animals and fish, evidence that Suwannee
people weren't only big-game hunters, but trappers and fish-
ermen as well. Smith hoped to date a bone from the site with
AMS radiocarbon dating. He attempted to radiocarbon date a
dozen pieces of bone, “but they were so heavily mineralized
that geochronologist Tom Stafford couldn’t get any collagen
out of them.”

Despite the paucity of organic material in the discrete Su-

wannee layer, which precluded radiocarbon dating, “we can
get at what people were eating,” says Smith, “at least what
they were discarding.” The Suwannee people enjoyed quite a
broad-spectrum diet, judging by what they discarded: muskrat,
rodent, deer, two bird bones, lots of reptile and amphibian mate-
rial, and fish. Some of the bones bear cutmarks. Smith assures
us that “the pieces that were discarded are low yield, elements
you'd expect to be thrown away.”

Screening also trapped tiny stone beads, which could be
the earliest evidence of portable artwork, a relatively rare find
in a site of this age. Debitage was also found, which tells us
that people were resharpening their tools. Since resharpening
was an activity usually performed at areas inhabited for longer
periods, Smith believes Ryan-Harley may have served as more
than just an encampment.

Teeming with wildlife

The Wacissa River has been and
remains a magnet for wildlife,
which therefore makes it a mag-
net for humans. The limpkin, a
large wading bird now absent from
many of Florida’s rivers owing to
poor water quality and habitat
loss, is still found on the Wacissa.
In the spring zephyr lilies and
irises parade their colors, and in

Smith’s “venerable volunteer”
Eddie Green inspects the
screen deck for artifacts
captured by the dredge.

summer swallow-tailed kites gather in the cypress along the
river before migrating south. Eagles, coots, and mergansers
enjoy the Wacissa during the cooler months. Alligators are
present year-round.

Smith regards alligators as “just the cost of doing business.”
They tend not to bother underwater archaeologists, butifa 5- or
6-foot alligator swims up everyone wisely gets out of the water.
Snakes and spiders are more threatening to Smith hecause
they're attracted to screen decks around boats that have been
parked for a long time. “But alligators won’t bother you all that
much,” he reflects. “They’re some of my favorite animals.” @

—Katy Dycus
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University of Tennessee at Chattanooga
e-mail: Morgan-F-Smith@utc.edu
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